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PREFACE

You have to wear white to march in the Smith College Alumni
Day Parade. You wear a class ribbon across your chest and may
or may not carry a sign making a gentle joke about your age.
Undergraduate women in white dresses and long-stemmed
roses line up in attendance along the way.

It is a reunion parade, led off by the oldest returning alumnae
who graduated from college before women won the right to
vote. I like to imagine them marching on the White House in
1917. 1 like to imagine them angry—and wonder about them.
Do they vote? Did they marry, have children, earn the1r own
livings, or were they volunteers?

‘T last saw the parade the weekend of my tenth reunion, in the
spring of 1981. I wasn’t marching in it, and neither were my
friends. We didn’t parade around in white dresses, we didn’t
work for free, and we resented the women who did. They took
something away from us; they were not respected. Mention
volunteering to a member of the class of 1971 and you are likely
to remind her of what she doesn’t like about her mother.

It was different for the first generation of college-educated
women, a century ago. The ideal middle-class woman of their
day was supposed to be kept fashionably idle, and strictures
against her earning money were strong. “Real” paid work was
the exclusive province of men, and a woman shamed herself
and the men in her family utterly by engaging in it. Going to
work meant that she was not enough of a woman to secure a
male protector or that the one she had was a failure. At a time
when marriage and motherhood were a woman’s only true
calling, volunteering was a bold and liberating step out of the



Xiv PREFACE

home and into a working role in the community. We forget that
volunteers were once troublemakers and pioneers.

Many of the first college volunteers followed Jane Addams
into social and settlement work. Addams opened Chicago’s Hull
House in 1889 after graduating from a women’s seminary, with
no useful occupation to engage her. She had nothing but a
“sense of futility, of misdirected energy,” and a “moral revul-
sion” to an “unnourished, oversensitive” life of too much lei-
sure. She wanted to test out the ideals she had talked about in
school; she wanted to do something about urban poverty, and
needed to feel that she lived by her own “common labor.”
Settlement work became a consuming passion for her, and Ad-
dams believed fervently, throughout her life, that in work lay
salvation. The settlement movement she envisioned would not
only serve the progressive cause of social justice; it would re-
store a “balance of activity™ to the lives of college women like
herself who were “smothered and sickened” with advantages.!
Volunteering would be an antidote for femininity.

The volunteer tradition remained strong in women’s col-
leges, from the late 1800s into the 1960s; they turned out gener-
ations of volunteers, fulfilling a tradition of “social responsibil-
ity.” Smith alumnae quarterlies today are still filled with news
of them. They volunteer in libraries, museums, courtrooms,
hospitals, and schools. They serve in political office, as commis-
sioners, councilwomen, and mayors. Or, like Helen O. L., class
of 1918, ti.ey “jog along, working for local Friends of Music and
Historical Society . . . fight[ing] weather, weevils, black spot,
bird malnutrition.”?

By the time I went to college in the late sixties, career expec-
tations for women had, of course, changed considerably, along
with our approach to problems of social welfare: Volunteers
would never provide adequate care for the people who needed
it; government was responsible for the delivery of social ser-
vices. Women had a right to be paid equally for their work and
would only be free when they were. We were trained for profes-
sional success; it was the mandate of our generation. We would
not have to break any rules to get there. In ten years, most of
the women in my college group built very respectable careers
for themselves, with a minimum of struggle. We were not



PREFACE Xv

rebels, only a model group of new women. The class of 71
automatically produced professional women with graduate de-
grees, and an overwhelming number of lawyers.

I had been one of them, but by the time of my tenth reunion
was easing out of the practice of law and into free-lance writing,
and barely supporting myself. I was obsessed with money. I
dreamed of finding money on the street. I walked with my head
down. I spared change to the homeless woman on the corner so
that it would never happen to me. If you want to be a writer,
someone said, marry money.

I got about as far as smiling almost graciously when a man
paid for my dinner—and wondering what “serious” married
women did with their time when they didn’t have to make
“serious” money. Most of the ones I met were volunteers, and
they were anxious to go to work at “real,” paying jobs, not just
~ because their families “could always use the money,” but in
response to new work patterns and pressures for women. In the
mid-1970s, women who had spent ten or fifteen years raising
children and volunteering entered the paid work force in rec-
ord numbers.® Volunteering was no longer enough for them. It
didn’t give them the recognition or respect they felt they de-
served or the security and independence that comes from earn-
ing your own money. They wished they were lawyers like me. I
wished that, like them, I could afford to work for free.

The politics of our situations were murky. They needed the
status and satisfaction of earning money and were willing to
give up “socially responsible” jobs for the sake of it. I needed
money and wanted to be paid for my work but didn’t want to do
the kind of work that paid. I considered coming full circle and
declared that anyone who wanted to pay my rent was welcome
to it. Still, I felt like I was falling; there was something almost
sinful about being supported; at the very least, it would be
terribly embarrassing. The correct course for any one of us to
take wasn’t clear to me. Should we work for love or money?

It was naive to expect that the world would give us both—
love and money in our work. Yet this was precisely the expecta-
tion with which so many volunteers were entering the work
force. It was reflected in a strain of popular feminism that
emerged in the mid-seventies. Paid work was glamorized. It
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was said to be “fulfilling.” It would provide a woman not only
with financial security but also with a strong, new, autonomous
identity for herself, and the pressure to get a job was tremen-
dous. “I remember friends of mine jumping to get the most
menial jobs,” says Marcia Pollack, who volunteers four days a
week on the staff and board of a national religious voluntary
organization. They would take any kind of job for money they
didn’t need, she recalls, just to be able to say they were working
and not staying home with their children. Charlotte Andrews, a
community volunteer for fifteen years, remembers the typical
young married woman of the seventies “hiring sitters to work as
a receptionist in some crummy office and saying that was liber-
ating.” Charlotte volunteered, while her children were young,
on the boards of several community agencies and for the PTA
and found her volunteering far more satisfying than the edito-
rial job she’d held before her marriage. “I liked my job, but .

it was a job.”

Volunteering has always offered women something they will
rarely find in the most prestigious paying jobs—freedom and
flexibility and the chance to do the work of their choice. Even
the professionals of my generation may rediscover the pleasure
of doing their own work, in their own time, particularly when
they start to raise children. It is clear that a new phase is begin-
ning for many of my college classmates. They are taking sabbat-
icals from their jobs or working part-time, having babies, and
settling into their communities. If they are not careful, they
may wake up one morning and find themselves volunteers.

At reunion, my friend Laura admitted to me, rather sheep-
ishly, that she had joined the League of Women Voters. She is a
classicist, now working only part-time, teaching at a local col-
lege, while she raises two preschool children. Having made me
promise not to make fun of her, please, she delivered a short
speech explaining why she’d joined the League. She was new in
town and wanted to meet other women who didn’t just play
tennis or bridge. Volunteering is an interesting and relaxing
change for her after ten years of university life. She was, she
says, beginning to “burn out.”

Ten years out of college, others are ready for a similar change,
a shift in focus from professional to family life. At reunion,



PREFACE xvii

everyone is talking about babies. In a group of eight women,
comprised of three lawyers, a social worker, a scientist, a librar-
ian, a college professor, and a business woman, babies are the
primary topic of conversation.

I haven’t gotten to babies yet; I'm still trying to figure out
work. So, I escape for a few hours to the inevitable Saturday
afternoon panel on “Choices, Challenges, and Commitments”
for women in the eighties. The panelists, five Smith alumnae,
are all successful “career women.” They tell us. their stories.
Meg Greenfield, of the Washington Post, class of ’52, says she has
always made decisions by letting one of her options disappear.
Lucy Benson, class of *46, former president of the League of
Women Voters and a former Under Secretary of State, says that
if there is a rational plan to her life she hasn’t discovered it yet.
Everyone wonders what new patterns will emerge for women
today. Meg Greenfield, in talking about young women and
work, mentions Janet Cooke, the former Post reporter who
faked a story that almost won her a Pulitzer Prize. What trou-
bled Greenfield about the incident was that Cooke wanted to
win a Pulitzer Prize but didn’t want to write a Pulitzer story.
Her career meant much more to her than her work. If she took
so little pleasure in her writing, for its own sake, the prize would
not have saved her.

It is not that women should abandon the quest for success and
recognition for their work, paid or not. In talking about volun-
teering, the panelists are careful to point out what’s been in it
for them. Pamela Plumb, class of ’65, is the unpaid mayor of
Portland, Maine; she likes her work, and she likes her status as
mayor. Lois Stair, class of *41, National Fundraiser for the Epis-
copal Church, stresses the professional training she received as
a volunteer and tells us how she turned her work into a paid
career. She knows volunteering is passé and wants to give us a
good, hard reason to do it. “Volunteering is fine,” mutters the
woman sitting next to me, class of 1911, “but not everyone can
afford it.” “Some can,” answers her friend, “and someone has to
do it.”

This is why Beth Haller volunteers, at a community crisis
center for teenagers and for the League of Women Voters. She
is the thirty-four-year-old mother of two and a full-time volun-
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teer who says she feels like a throwback to an earlier time. But
she will continue to volunteer as long as her children are young,
as long as her family can manage on one income. She likes her
work, believes she is developing professional skills, and feels
obliged to be a volunteer. She doesn’t need to be paid and there
is so much that needs to be done. “We need volunteers. If I've
got the time, I'm going to do it . . . Somebody has to.”

You cannot dissuade Beth from working for free by re-
minding her that it is important for women to take their place
alongside men in the paid workplace or that we should pay
people to deliver social services. She is concerned about social
welfare cuts, she says, but would “rather see the programs sur-
vive than worry about who should be paid with money that’s
not there.” She agrees that women may have been held back by
volunteering but doesn’t want to see it die “while we’re out
there becoming a major part of the corporate structure.” She
hopes we can have both—volunteering and economic power—
and is sometimes a little wistful about her own status. Perhaps
one day, Beth says, she will go out into the world like other
women she knows “to become somebody . . . somebody im-
portant, and leave this other life behind.”

Sylvia Mallow is the paid director of the community center at
which Beth volunteers. She worked as a nurse before her chil-
dren were born and volunteered for about fifteen years until
they were on their own. She is not sure whether volunteering is,
in the long run, good or bad for women or for the state of social
services. She has “a lot of conflict” about the volunteer tradi-
tion, because it is important for women to be paid for their work
and “no one will pay you for what you give away for free.” But
she does not believe that “all the measure of our worth is
money.” And she does not want “to allow all the things that
need doing to go undone because there’s an administration that
won’t support it . . . there’s a lot of pain and things that need
doing.” She does not want to “step over bodies” while we are
out there fighting for social justice, and social justice “will be a
long time in coming.”

It is hard for women who grew up in the sixties to know how
to respond to this. We were supposed to live up to our political
theories. We were supposed to war against poverty. We were



PREFACE xix

supposed to advance the status of women. And we were sup-
posed to be volunteers. Whether you marched for peace or
social justice, for a simple sense of belonging, or because you
didn’t want your boyfriend to be drafted, you marched for free.



Elizabeth L. Moore, M.S.W.,
assisted in planning and conducting interviews.
I have also relied on her unwavering support
throughout the process of researching
and writing this book.
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WOMEN, WORK,
AND MONEY:

Social Service
and Sodal Change
(An Overview)

hen we talk about volunteering we tend to choose
sides. “Are you for or against,” people ask, when
they hear I am writing a book about it. “Is it good

or bad for women?” We are proud of the volunteer tradition: It
is the heart of a humane, compassionate society in which not
everything has its price. Or we are infuriated by it: It is an
unholy blend of sexism and Reaganomics that keeps women
powerless, dependent on men, and collaborating in the cutoff of
public funds to pay for social services. We have reduced volun-
teering into a code word—for “sharing, caring, and community
service” or the “exploitation of women.” It is a way of respond-
ing to it reflexively, to let everyone know where we stand and
whether or not we are feminists.

I never did come up with a short answer to the question of
volunteering; perhaps that’s why I wrote this book. Because for
me volunteering is not a religion or an ideology or a test of my
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feminism. It is a work experience, as complex and multifaceted
as paid work or motherhood and as difficult to label. So my
purpose is to dispense with volunteering as a symbol—for the
domestic enslavement of women on the one side or their do-
mestic bliss on the other; it is not to answer the question of
whether I'm for or against but to persuade people to stop asking
it.
Why do they? The trouble is that in the 1970s volunteering
became a battleground for the war between feminists and an-
tifeminists over the nuclear family and the proper priorities for
a woman. What must come first for her—family, or work and
her place and power in the world? Volunteering as a career
choice came to stand for the primacy of the family—the two-
parent, one-income dream family. For generations it was pos-
ited as the ideal alternative to paid work for married women,
because they had husbands to support them and because volun-
teering was the only job in the world that need never conflict
with marriage and motherhood. A volunteer wouldn’t take a
“real” job away from anyone’s husband and she could be home
at three o’clock to greet her children. She could work outside
the home without ever redefining her role within it.

This was the tradition that has become such anathema to
feminists, and rightly so. It is the tradition Ronald Reagan
evoked when he praised voluntarism and blamed unemploy-
ment on the ladies in the work force.! In applauding commu-
nity service and self-help, it was clear that he was not only
advocating federal budget cuts but also promoting an irksome
ideal about women’s proper place.

But this notion that they belong at home or within the con-
fines of their communities is an anachronism that is finally losing
its hold over women. Today the career volunteer looks and
often says she feels like a dinosaur. Over one half of all the
women and over one half of all the wives in this country work
for money. Women head over nine million of America’s families
and comprise 43 percent of the paid labor force.? Economic
hardships and the emergence of a popular feminist movement
have made paid work a cultural norm even for married women,
for the first time, and made equal pay and equal employment
opportunities for all women matters of right as well as necessity.
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Economic equality and the restructuring of the family have
been primary goals of the contemporary feminist movement;
volunteering had to become one of its primary targets. It repre-
sented a tradition of public housewivery; women would serve
their communities out of love and duty, as they served their
families. Volunteers might be proud of this capacity to work
from the heart, but it made it impossible for them to fend for
themselves in a world in which every relationship is commer-
cialized and every act measured in dollars. Career volunteering
denied women their capacity to be self-sufficient and also their
right to run things. Social policies, often carried out at the low-
est levels by women volunteers, were usually set by men. The
power to establish a community service center lay with the men
who had the power to fund it; the power to write and enforce
laws with the men who had the money to run for office or were
well enough connected to others who did. The political cost of
volunteering has become especially clear in recent years now
that women are finally in the running themselves, no longer
licking envelopes. With campaign costs soaring, women candi-
dates have a much harder time than men raising money—be-
cause they don’t have the same access to corporate funds and
because the individual women voters who support them have
less and give less in campaign contributions than their hus-
bands.® As a tradition of women providing support services in
politics and social welfare, volunteering was participation with-
out control.

It was also participation at a price that can be said to have
been borne by women in the paid work force along with volun-
teers. Women have always been shunted out of management
and into clerical and pink-collar jobs, where a majority of all
paid women workers are still concentrated today. The only
professions traditionally open to-them have been low-paying,
low-status service professions—teaching, nursing, and social
work. The minority of women counted as professionals by the
Labor Department today “are believed to consist mostly of
teachers and nurses earning relatively low pay.”* It can readily
be argued that this lowers the state of social services as well as
the status of women. Not only is a woman a second-class worker;
a social service job is second-class work.
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There was good reason then for a twofold feminist attack on
service volunteering: it was not just bad for women but bad for
the people it purported to serve; social services would never be
adequately funded as long as women provided them for free. In
1971 the National Organization for Women issued a resolution
telling women they should only volunteer to effect social
change, not to deliver social services. Lobbying for funds to
establish a public welfare program was permissible; working for
free with needy individuals within the program was not. The
new woman of the 1970s could be an activist; she could work for
free to change an inequitable system but she could not be a
volunteer. Money was power, and women had to earn and
‘control their own money in order to control their own lives and
the institutions that control society.

It was a neat equation that made its point; women had to
stand up for themselves in the professional marketplace. It has
renewed relevance today; in 1981, Reaganomics clarified the
usefulness of voluntarism as an excuse for withdrawing govern-
ment support of social services and a way of keeping “ladies” in
the home or at the service end of the paid work force. Typical of
the Reagan administration attitude toward women and work
was a remark by Secretary of Education Bell blaming the crisis
in the schools and a dearth of quality teachers on the fact that
women had abandoned the classroom for higher-paying profes-
sions®>—an attitude that is, arguably, one legacy of volunteering.
But only one; the volunteer tradition is a much more complex
phenomenon than Reaganomics, and early feminist approaches
to it factored out the complexities of volunteering—its history,
its relation to the role of women in the family, and the contribu-
tions made by volunteers to social reform. The moral was clear,
but the story was only half-told.

It began a hundred and fifty years ago, when middle- and
upper-class women ventured out of their homes and into their
communities for the first time by volunteering. The ideal nine-
teenth-century woman did not work for money; many had to,
and many did—by 1850, women comprised about one fourth of
the nation’s paid labor force—but working women were not
“ladies.” “Ladies” were active in voluntary associations dedi-
cated to charity and service work and the moral elevation of
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society, which first emerged in the 1830’s. Through their as-
sociations, “ladies” learned to organize and became involved in
public affairs and, eventually, progressive movements for social
reform—settlement work, consumerism, and even trade union-
ism. They forged new roles for themselves and new goals for
society by working for free. The rank and file of the nineteenth-
century suffrage movement was comprised of traditional volun-
teers.

Volunteering was hardly a daring choice for modern Ameri-
can women, but it still represented a conscious attempt to bal-
ance domestic life with work. By choosing a volunteer career, a
woman was not simply choosing home and family; she was
acknowledging that, although it came first for her, family life
and the social activities that went with it were not enough. “I
couldn’t be one of those bridge-playing ladies,” is a common
refrain from a woman who volunteers because she has free time
and is not looking to just fill it. For her, volunteering has been a
kind of halfway house between the family and society. It may
not have gained her the world, but at least it made her a part of
it.

As a service volunteer, she could also be a force for social
change. Service work introduced women to social welfare prob-
lems a hundred and fifty years ago, and it continues to do so
today. “There’s never been a time when advocacy and service
volunteerism didn’t go hand in hand,” observes Winifred
Brown, Director of the Mayor’s Voluntary Action Center in
New York. “People who’ve been there and smelled the smells
and seen the sights and become part of it become your strongest
advocates . . . They talk for the staff of the agency they’re in;
they talk to the problem at hand, and they talk for the client
who needs the service.” They may not organize the rally at City
Hall, she says, but they will “step forward” and become part of
it. “They will vote . . . they’ve become aware there’s some-
thing to vote for . . . if those volunteers are predominantly
middle-class, we change the system by the voice of the
predominantly middle class.” Brown believes it was “cruel” and
counterproductive to distinguish social change from service
work. “If you tell people that service work is not advocacy, it
won’t be.” Sometimes, you have to show volunteers to them-
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selves as agents for change, “shake them and remind them of
the purpose and push them ahead.” You have to make sure that
the service volunteer “never loses sight of the fact that it’s
wrong to have to do this and as soon as we can create a better
system, [she] can take [her] volunteer job and move it some-
place else.”

By moving where they choose, volunteers can also focus pub-
lic attention on “low visibility” issues, adds Brown. “Fifteen
years ago, what legislator would have put a penny into rape
prevention?” Volunteering gives individuals a voice in estab-
lishing and changing public welfare priorities. They come into
the Voluntary Action Center with priorities of their own some-
times, saying, “Nobody thinks this is important. Nobody else
cares about it but I think this is the most important thing in the
world and this is where I want to put my time.” We would not
want the bureaucracy setting forth an exclusive agenda of “im-
portant™ social issues, and we should not presume to set one
forth for each other. Ruth Berger is a career volunteer who has
always been active in peace work, because peace “was always
the issue to me. I just didn’t see how people could talk about
lesser issues so seriously.” But, she adds, her mother has always
volunteered in hospitals; she had wanted to be a nurse and feels
that helping people who are sick is “the only serious work for
women.” She also makes recordings for the blind, because she
suffered from eye disease as a child. People choose their own
issues based on their own experiences, and, says Winifred
Brown, “they move to change systems by a combination of
intellectual and emotional drive.”

The difficulty of distinguishing between service work and
advocacy, in fact, becomes especially clear when you and the
members of your community are the people at risk or in need.
Even the hardest feminist line against volunteering had to
make exceptions for service work in a battered women’s shelter
or rape crisis center—because it helped other women whose
needs were not being met by the system and promoted a kind of
public consciousness raising: By providing shelter alternatives
for battered wives or guiding rape victims through the criminal
justice system, volunteers would begin to change prevailing
attitudes toward sexual violence while they assisted its victims.
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Traditional service volunteers could carve out similar excep-
tions for their work, within their own chosen communities. If
counseling women in need is productive and politically correct,
so is teaching a disadvantaged child to read: Literacy programs
make people aware of a crisis in the public schools while they
help individual children get on with their lives.

There was something arrogant and short-sighted about the
general feminist prohibition of service volunteering. Even
when we are all impassioned advocates, marching on City Hall
and demanding change, there will still be large classes of people
with needs to be met in the meantime. What if they are mem-
bers of your own community, people with whom you identify,
whose struggles are your own? And what if they’re not? Women
who have been victimized by sexism and oppressed by this
inequitable system of ours are hardly the only people worth
saving between now and the day that we change the world.

It is interesting that the attack on service volunteering didn’t
come from the working-class and minority women for whom
problems of equal pay, equal opportunities, and adequate social
services were so crucial, but from middle- and upper-class and
primarily white feminists, who, in another life, would perhaps
have been volunteers. It was as if they were whipping them-
selves into shape. Sandra Wells, president of an organization of
professional black women, regards the controversy that
erupted over volunteering in the mid-seventies as a contro-
versy for middle-class white women who had “to holler for the
right to work . . . The right to work wasn’t a relevant issue to
us. We had always been working . . . Black women have al-
ways worked, very few of them stayed at home.” The volunteer
work they did on the side was essential to the health and wel-
fare of their communities; if they didn’t take care of their own,
no one else would.

Volunteering has always been “very important™ to the black
community, says Carla Raymond, director of education pro-
grams for a national civil rights organization. The black church
and “informal networks” of information and service have been
crucial to its “survival.” Volunteering was simply not the prob-
lem for the black community, says Sandra Wells. The problem
was the relegation of black women in the work force to domes-
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tic service and low-level clerical jobs; the problem was provid-
ing for “things like child care and . . . Headstart programs for
poor kids.”

There have always been even more tangible and immediate
problems facing self-supporting working women than the pre-
sumed effect of volunteering on employment opportunities and
social attitudes toward women in the work force. More to the
point, perhaps, is the fact that a majority of paid working
women are not unionized. According to a recent congressional
report on “Women'’s Economic Issues,” “only 20% of working
women belong to labor organizations. These women earn al-
most a third more than their non-unionized counterparts.”®
The hard economic problems for women are inequities in social
security and pension plans, the lack of adequate day-care facili-
ties, the disproportionate effect of federal budget cuts on them,
and unemployment and wage discrimination, which is occa-
sioned more by the unwillingness of men to welcome women
into a limited job market than the unwillingness of women to
enter it.

Perhaps the volunteer tradition contributed to the sexism
from which these inequities flow; but while it kept one class of
women out of the “real” world of work, it also gave them work
experience and skills that might someday be translated into
paying jobs. Volunteering can offer untrained women greater
opportunities to acquire and exercise administrative and execu-
tive skills than paid work. A recent study by the Wellesley
Center for Research on Women found that both high school and
college educated volunteers spend less time on clerical work
and more time on professional or management-level activities
than paid women workers. It noted that a volunteer job often
serves as a kind of training ground for women seeking to enter
the job market for the first time or to advance their positions in
it.?

Volunteering both eases the transition into the paid work-
place and makes the years at home more palatable and produc-
tive. It has traditionally been a compromise for women. The
professional volunteer who stayed out of the job market to raise
her children gave up the kind of career her husband had built in
the meantime, but she developed skills and contacts and earned
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standing in her community that will make her employable,
when she’s ready. She may miss the other career, given up for
the sake of the family; it is, in the words of one volunteer, “a
sacrifice,” but she is not a likely candidate for tomorrow’s dis-
placed homemaker. Charlotte Andrews, who at forty-five has
been volunteering for over fifteen years, spent a year in gradu-
ate school and two in the paid work force before her marriage,
so that she would “always have something to fall back on™;
raised by a single working mother whd was widowed young,
Charlotte knows there are no guarantees. So, she has always
sought out volunteer work that would give her professional
status and expertise and doesn’t doubt her capacity to care for
herself, or her children, if one day she must. After so many years
of service on so many boards, she can always find a job as execu-
tive director of “some agency.”

Volunteering has been a trade-off for her—between the de-
mands of work and family. Something has been lost in the pro-
cess, the “person that would have come from the continuing
development of potential” that goes with a lifelong paid career,
but, she says, her time has not been wasted:

“I never had the kind of career that starts at twenty-one and
is lifetime . . . I did not have that and I will never have that
and I gave it up and I regret it. But I'm glad as long as I had
children that I did it that way.”

She did it automatically. “We were scripted to marry, and
once you married you had children.” If you wanted to work, you
volunteered.

Today, the script is finally changing; women are demanding
and beginning to take their rightful place in the paid work
force. No longer a reflex, volunteering is not even a fashionable
or respectable option for married or single women in a feminist
world. It is clear to Charlotte that if she were twenty years
younger and starting out today, with a graduate degree and the
desire to work outside the home, she’d be starting as a paid
professional and not a volunteer. Still, volunteering gave her, at
least, a part-time outside job and the chance to enter the paid
work force on a managerial level. Given the script, the cultural
prescription of her day, the 1950s, volunteering was a little
liberation.



10 WOMEN VOLUNTEERING

Now that her children are grown, Charlotte may even choose
to remain a volunteer, as long as she can afford to do so. What
she has missed in the past fifteen years is not a paycheck but the
time to devote herself to her work fully, to enjoy one career
uninterrupted by children, developed over a lifetime. As a vol-
unteer, Charlotte has been struggling with the same problem
with which younger women are struggling today, with much
ado and a sense of discovery, as if it had never been a problem
for an earlier generation: how to raise a family and pursue a
career at the same time.

Talking to today’s volunteers and reading about the women
who have come before them made clear to me the importance
of volunteering as an extra-domestic job for women who do not
work outside the home for money, and as a community connec-
tion for women who do. I had learned much from feminist
theory about the economics of volunteering but very little
about its past or present place in women’s lives. This is what I
learned from interviewing volunteers—that there is no one way
to characterize what they do and why, to sum up volunteering
and state the one and only thing it means for women.

That it is wrong to expect women to volunteer because it
keeps them close to home, because it is women’s work, does not
make it wrong for one woman to decide to do it anyway be-
cause, for her, it is the right way to balance the conflicting
personal, familial, and social obligations and desires that con-
front every woman who wants to have a home and also work
outside of it. Put very simply, volunteering, like most things in
life, is a complex and paradoxical mix of rights and wrongs,
strengths and weaknesses. It takes a strong woman to be a
successful volunteer, one who doesn’t need a job to know how
to use her time productively or a paycheck as a measure of her
worth, one who can afford to be proud of serving her commu-
nity for free. But volunteering, alone, cannot provide her with
what she needs to get on in the world—professional status and
an income she can call her own. It will never fully empower her
—to earn as much money as any man and function alongside
him as an equal partner.

Is volunteering good or bad for women? It has always been a
double-edged sword. No wonder it has been so divisive. As a
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career choice, it has been used by women and against them—as
a way of getting out of the house when they were not supposed
to work for money and as a way to keep them there, denying
them the power to earn their own livings and with it the chance
to live their own lives, outside the institution of marriage. Vol-
unteering has improved domestic life for women and, in doing
so, prolonged its hold over them. It has also given women their
political life, introducing them to the political process while
allowing them only limited access to it and no direct control. It
has turned “housewives™ into campaign workers, activists, and
community leaders, but left them outside, on the sidelines,
marching on City Hall and clamoring for reforms by the men
within who can afford to run for office and win. A century ago
volunteering laid the groundwork for women'’s suffrage and the
emancipation of women by bringing them out of the home and
into the world of politics, civics, and social affairs, without ever
challenging sex-based divisions of labor and wealth, in the fam-
ily and the workplace, that have made women the second sex,
dependent on men for their keep. From the beginning, volun-
teering has both liberated women and kept them in their place.



TWO

THE WAY WE S
OURSELVES:

American Facts and Fancies
about \Volunteering

merica is supposed to be a country of volunteers, in the

hardy, helpful spirit of the colonists and pioneers.

Grade school stories of men and wormen “volunteer-
ing” to carve new worlds out of the wilderness and images of
frontier barn raisings are part of the national consciousness:
Americans are good neighbors. We are a team, joiners of social
clubs, civic groups, and political parties. We share, care, and
cooperate, and do for each other for free.

Some do, and if “volunteering” means any freely chosen,
unpaid activity, like doing a favor for a friend, then we are all
volunteers, at least on occasion. According to a 1981 Gallup Poll
that defined volunteering, broadly, as “working in some way to
help others for no monetary pay,” 47 percent of the men and 56
percent of the women in this country volunteered between
March 1980 and March 1981, notably in areas of health and
education and through their churches or synagogues; 31 per-
cent of the population are surmised to have volunteered “regu-
larly.”! The National Center for Citizen Involvement, a re-
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source center and clearinghouse for volunteering, lauds recent
trends in self-help groups, crisis intervention, and grass-roots
politicking as evidence of a continuing American commitment
to progressive public service and activism. In a 1980 report, it
suggests that the “me decade” of the 1970s may have served as
“the gateway to a new era in volunteering and citizen involve-
ment,” and that Americans, by 1980, had had enough of narcis-
sism and “in record numbers, in new and innovative ways,
sought to reach out to one another.”?

This is the way we like to see ourselves as a country: neighbors
holding out hands to each other, instinctively—an image that
was regularly invoked and exploited by the Reagan administra-
tion in its attempts to justify massive cuts in funding for social
services. Budget cuts were characterized not as a retreat from
problems of social welfare but as an affirmative quest for “pri-
vate solutions” to them, packaged as a return to an all-American
tradition of good neighborliness. In a 1981 speech to the Na-
tional Alliance of Business, the President theorized that “the
independent spirit of the people and their communities,” once
“unleashed,” would “accomplish far, far more than Govern-
ment programs ever could.” Undaunted by facts and figures
indicating that the private sector would never make up in vol-
untary contributions what was lost with the withdrawal of gov-
ernment support for social services,® Reagan reached back into
movie history for an anecdote to define voluntarism and prove
what was good about it:

“What exactly is voluntarism? I guess Gary Cooper did about
the best job of describing it in the movie Mr. Deeds Goes to
Town. ‘From what I see,” he said, ‘there will always be leaders
and always be followers. It’s like the road out in front of my
house. It’s on a steep hill. And every day I watch the cars
climbing up. Some go lickety-split up that hill on high—some
have to shift into second—and some sputter and shake and slip
back to the bottom again. Same cars—same gasoline—yet some
make it and some don’t. And I say the fellas who can make the
hill on high should stop once in a while and help those who
can’t.’

This was not just a simplistic, highly romanticized vision of
voluntarism; it was a one-sided, ideological one. Political activ-
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ism—organized protests against government policy and chal-
lenges to its authority—are as much a part of an American
volunteer tradition as people helping people up a hill. Volun-
teering is not just charity but confrontation—between the poor
and disenfranchised and their government. It was political, con-
frontational volunteering that sustained the feminist, anti-war,
and civil rights movements and pressured government into
creating the poverty programs of the 1960s. That there was no
place for it in the Reagan administration was clear in its early
attemnpts to dismantle VISTAS® (Volunteers in Service to Amer-
ica), the “domestic peace corps,” established in 1964. To the
proponents of private solutions on the Right, VISTA was not
voluntarism but subversion. Like the Legal Services Corpora-
tion, it was condemned for seeking to organize poor people “as
a group” and empower them. In 1981, Constance Horner, di-
rector of VISTA, noted that conservatives were opposed to
“community organizing which is designed to elicit a confronta-
tion between poor people as a group and government or non-
government institutions in their communities.”®

In the lexicon of the Right, self-help was only a euphemism
for Social Darwinism: if you weren’t fit to survive on your own,
if you couldn’t pull yourself up by your bootstraps, you deserved
to fall. According to Constance Horner, the trouble with “pro-
grams, entitlements, [and] rights” engendered by confronta-
tional organizing, is that they “enhance dependency, not self-
reliance.”” The fact that some people were better equipped for
self-reliance than others, not by nature but by class, was conve-
niently ignored. Cuts in the social welfare budget and retreat
from enforcement of civil rights laws denied those at the bot-
tom of the social and economic scale the basic tools they needed
to help themselves—equal education and employment oppor-
tunities. It was as if poverty were a character defect that hard
work would overcome, as if the basic disadvantages to which
some were born were only failures of will. The theme of the
Reagan administration was that this was America, where any-
thing was possible, and those not strong enough to succeed
could always fall back on the generosity of their neighbors: for
them there was always voluntarism—10 percent of the rich
man’s income and the free social services of his wife. To the
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extent that it was tied to legal and economic policies that de-
nied disadvantaged classes of people equal rights and opportu-
nities and sought to discourage the kind of confrontational vol-
unteering that shaped the protests movements of the sixties,
the Reagan version of voluntarism was a regressive form of
social control, a way of preserving the status quo. If feminists
had denounced the volunteer tradition of social service, Reagan
did not even recognize the tradition of social change.

It was a lesson in public relations, how saying it can help to
make it so. “If you tell people that service work is not advocacy,
it won’t be,” said Winifred Brown, Director of New York City’s
Voluntary Action Center. The characterization of volunteering
as only social service and not activism is a popular one that can
be self-fulfilling. By reinforcing it, the Reagan Administration
was able to promote voluntarism without necessarily promoting
the social and political unrest it sometimes fuels.

Voluntarism was news in the early 1980s, and the news was
decidedly upbeat. The President created a task force on “Pri-
vate Sector Initiatives”; he handed out voluntary service
awards, and state and local governments followed suit. Corpo-
rate responsibility programs appeared, and corporate employ-
ees were encouraged to devote a percentage of their work time
to volunteering.® The volunteer workplace was “professional-
ized,” and “life experience” credits extended to volunteers by
professional schools and employers.® Service volunteering was
repackaged as a strategy for career advancement for men and
women, a “bridge” into the job market for the disadvantaged
and disabled, as well as a second occupation for the retired.*®
With the approval of the business community, volunteering was
back in vogue.

New trends in volunteering and its new respectability
brought more good news from the major women’s voluntary
associations. Membership levels are relatively high and, for
some, even rising, after the awkward period of the 1970s when
“traditional” volunteering came under attack. Both the Junior
League and Hadassah, two organizations closely identified with
tradition, reported record numbers of members in 1982—
370,000 for Hadassah, as against 318,000 in 1972, and 152,000
for the Junior League, against 107,000 in 1972.!! Membership
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in the General Federation of Women’s Clubs has been rising for
the past two years, after a loss of some 600 clubs and 150,000
members during the seventies;'? today, the Federation claims
600,000 members and 12,000 affiliated clubs throughout the
country. The National Council of Negro Women estimates that
it “represents” 4,000,000 women nationwide, through its net-
work of affiliated organizations. The League of Women Voters,
with 110,000 members, has yet to make up for the members it
lost during the last decade, but it is now enjoying the services of
older women who are turning to volunteering after retire-
ment.!® The National Council of Jewish Women—a service or-
ganization with a relatively traditional membership (“most” of
its 100,000 members are married and 80 percent do not work
for money)—reports that volunteering is “alive and well,”
thanks, in part, says a Council spokeswoman, to the “President’s
promotion of voluntarism” and the fact that “the media has
been giving it more coverage . . . Itis our hope that the wom-
en’s movement liberated women to make choices that are best
for them . . . whether it be a career in voluntarism, business,
or as a housewife.”4

This would hardly be an unwelcome change; none of the
recent reforms in volunteering are unwelcome or simply part of
some master plan by the Right to defuse the impulse toward
social change. Some—those involving the professionalization of
volunteering—were made partly in response to the feminist
movement: it was time to recognize volunteer work as work, an
experience to be recorded on a résumé. But in reviewing the
predominant image of volunteering that has emerged in the
past few years—good neighboring seasoned with a little good
career strategy—it is hard to separate facts from public rela-
tions fictions. The President, the private sector, and the press
may have revived what has been billed as a proud American
tradition, but they haven’t taught us very much about it.

For a country of volunteers we have a slim store of facts on
volunteering. There are no reliable studies or statistics on the
number of volunteers nationwide or the kind of work they do;
there is no way to quantify their contributions to American
society. The Labor Department keeps no statistics on volun-
teering, and the 1980 Census included no surveys of volunteers.
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There has been no comprehensive sociological research on
male and female voluntary associations or on the universe of
unaffiliated, individual men and women volunteers. We simply
don’t have the hard facts on who volunteers for what in Amer-
ica today. All we do have now is the 1981 Gallup Poll, which,
again, suggests that about one half of all Americans are occa-
sional volunteers.!® Independent Sector, the consortium of cor-
porations, foundations, and voluntary associations that commis-
sioned the poll, uses it to estimate the “dollar value of time
volunteered by Americans” to be a “record high of 64.5 billion
dollars,” adding that 84 million Americans volunteer an esti-
mated 8.4 billion hours a year.!® But the Gallup Poll on which
these estimates were based only covered one twelve-month
period between March 1980 and March 1981, and counted as
volunteers people who had worked for free “on a sporadic basis
or for a one-time cause.” Volunteer activities noted by survey
respondents included taking care of a neighbor’s dog when his
owner was sick, giving free legal advice to a neighbor, and
baking brownies for a cub scout troop.!”

None of this tells us very much about the people for whom
volunteering is still a primary work activity. Helping your
neighbor move, or singing in the church choir, two more sam-
ple activities noted in the Gallup Poll, are hardly comparable to
working three days a week at a community service center or
serving as president of your local PTA. Even the people tenta-
tively identified by Gallup as “regular” volunteers, who com-
prised 31 percent of the survey sample, did not necessarily
devote most of their working time to volunteering. To qualify as
a “regular,” for purposes of the poll, you had only to volunteer a
minimum of two hours a week during one thirteen-week pe-
riod.!8 This too does not compare to volunteering a minimum of
two days a week, as so many career volunteers do. The Gallup
Poll is the most recent and comprehensive one available on
volunteering, and it does not provide us with a reliable estimate
or demographic profile of career volunteers. It does note that,
in general, the people most likely to volunteer are educated,
suburban or rural, upper-income white women who are em-
ployed part-time. It also suggests that upper-income women
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who are not the chief wage earners in their family are more
likely to volunteer regularly.!®

This neatly coincides with the traditional stereotype of a vol-
unteer; it may, in fact, only reflect it. My own interviewing
experience indicates that upper-income white women who are
not the chief wage earners in their families are the people most
likely to call themselves volunteers. Paid working women, mi-
nority women, and women who see themselves as radicals or, at
least, reformers working to change the system are apt to call
themselves community organizers or activists. “What is a volun-
teer?” I asked Roseann Navarro, a thirty-two-year-old Hispanic
woman who works full-time as the paid director of a community
health center and as an unpaid “organizer.” “Volunteers,” she
said, “are middle-aged white women coming in to help out . . .
They mean well, but they don’t know what the hell they’re
doing . . . That’s a horrible image to have, but that’s my im-
age.” Roseann sees herself as a “community participant.” Mar-
garet Porter, a photographer, active in the feminist community
and the peace movement, and the “black sheep” of a white,
upper-class New England family, has an equally negative image
of volunteering: “It doesn’t feel real or substantial . . . it feels
fluffy; it feels vacuous.” Margaret only works for free but she
does not say she volunteers: “I think of myself as a person who
wants to do service.”

It is hard to imagine a volunteer who doesn’t serve or partici-
pate in her community, but the label “volunteer” when applied
to a woman does mean something more to most of us. Despite
the recent interest of government and the corporate world in
volunteering, it is still commonly considered a housewife’s vo-
cation. Roseann Navarro has reason to give herself another
name: the fact that she has always worked for money and that
the disadvantaged community she serves is her own distin-
guishes her from the stereotypical volunteer. It also makes vol-
unteering much less problematic for her than it is for the
woman who is not sure she can support herself or her family or
for a woman like Margaret, who is trying to escape from a
family tradition that she associates with Reaganomics—one
that, in her view, diminishes women and teaches a wife to
volunteer to help the poor while her husband makes money



THE WAY WE SEE OURSELVES 19

exploiting them. She sees the all-American volunteer tradition
—Gary Cooper helping out his neighbor—as an all-American
myth. It is not the tradition handed down by her mother and
grandmother. For Margaret, volunteering is not simply Ameri-
can men and women helping each other maintain country and
community as they have for over two hundred years.



THREE

VOLUNTEERING IN
RECENT HISTORY:

A Summary History

of \Volunteering

and the Status and Image
of \Women in America,
from the 1830s

through the 1920s

A) There is a volunteer tradition unique to leisure-class
women that began not in the colonies or on the frontier but in
the cities and factories of the nineteenth century, with the
onset of a system of wage labor for men. This tradition hasless to
do with barn raisings and good neighboring than with a kind of
public housekeeping: women support, care for, and clean up
after their communities, for free, while men do the “real” and
sometimes heartless work of earning money. The notion that
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women, particularly wives, should volunteer exclusively is a
relatively modern one, rooted in post-industrial concepts of
work and gender.*

For the pioneer or farm family in agrarian America, domestic
life was work, for men and women, and it was not simply mea-
sured in dollars. The family worked to produce its own goods, at
home, on its own land. Labor might have been divided accord-
ing to sex: women did most of the manufacturing—spinning

‘and weaving were important home industries—while men
were more often farmers. But both sexes worked to one end, to
provide for their families, and inhabited one world.!

This changed over the course of the nineteenth century with
the industrial revolution and the accompanying process of ur-
banization. The home was no longer the workplace; it was re-
placed by the factory and eventually the office; private domes-
tic activity was no longer work because it didn’t generate
capital. Change came first to New England, in the early 1800s,
with the growth of textile mills and mercantile capitalism—
shipping, banking, and trading. By 1890, even though almost
one half of all American families still lived off the land,? the
consciousness and character of the country had been changed
by industrialization. Work was commercialized, taken out of the
home and sexualized. It would be the exclusive province of
men. ‘

A new cultural model of the “respectable” middle-class fam-
ily had emerged in the East by the 1830s: man would go out into
the world to work for money while his wife stayed home, keep-
ing house, bearing and raising children. Her life was private;
his, public; they would perform separate functions in mutually
exclusive spheres, because of their sex.

What began as a division of labor hardened into a biological
mandate; by mid-century, it was a popular credo—“The Cult of

* What follows is a summary, often secondary history and an analysis of volun-
teering and the role and image of women in urban American society, from the
early 1800s to the present. Several fine, comprehensive histories of the feminist
movement and the status of women in the family and the workplace have been
produced in the past twenty years and are noted in my bibliography. I have no
desire to reinvent the wheel here, only to provide an essential historical context
for a discussion of volunteering and women today.
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True Womanhood”: Woman was said to be the moral guardian
of home and family. She was the “nurse” and “educator” of
“future man”—and helpmeet to the present: Her domestic
chores might not have been work, but they were a preordained
and very sacred trust. In one of the many popular treatises on
femininity published in the 1840s, a Mrs. A. J. Graves reminded
women that their virtues were simply “not of this world”’; home
was their only “appropriate sphere of action.” By leaving it “to
mingle in any of the great public movements of the day,” a
woman was “deserting the station which God and nature have
assigned her.” Mrs. Graves neatly summmed up True Wom-
anhood: “The religion and politics of men have their widest
sphere in the world without; but the religious zeal and patrio-
tism of woman are most beneficially and powerfully exerted
upon the members of her household . . . when our husbands
and sons go forth into the busy and turbulent world . . . their
hearts will be at home, where their treasure is and they will
rejoice to return to its sanctuary of rest, there to refresh their
wearied spirits and renew their strengths for the toils and con-
flicts of life.”

This was the ideal of white middle- and upper-class families,
living in cities and towns—and the cultural imperative of the
century. But it did not reflect reality for farm women or the
hundreds of thousands of urban, working-class women and girls
struggling to support themselves and their families with paying
jobs.

Throughout the nineteenth century, women, particularly sin-
gle women, worked for money, primarily in domestic service
and manufacturing. In 1850, women comprised nearly one
fourth of the nation’s manufacturing force;* 330,000 were
domestics, and about 200,000 were employed in manufactur-
ing.® The 1890 census reported 4 million women working out-
side the home, with 1.2 million in domestic service, at least 1
million in manufacturing, and 75,000 in the relatively new field
of office work.® By 1900, there were 503,000 women office
workers and about 5 million women working outside the
home.” The only respectable profession open to women
throughout the century was teaching; nursing became a not
quite so respectable alternative after the Civil War. In 1890
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there were a quarter of a million women teachers and 40,000
nurses and midwives.®

This was largely a labor force of unmarried, immigrant, and
black women. The proportion of black women working at the
end of the century was at least twice what it was for whites.®
Black women were likely to continue working after marriage,
and in 1890 about 1 million of them labored, primarily in the
South, as field hands, domestics, and laundresses; blacks were
not hired for factory work until the early 1900s.1° The typical
factory girl of the nineteenth century was a young, unmarried
immigrant or the daughter of an immigrant family. In 1900,
three quarters of all women in factory work were under twenty-
five, either foreign-born or first-generation American, and less
than one in twenty were married.!! The more genteel, less
common occupations for women—office work, teaching, and
nursing—were generally reserved for the relative minority of
native-born, middle-class, white women in the work force, most
of whom were single. In 1890, only one out of every twenty-five
teachers and half a million of the total 4 million women in the
work force were married.!2

It is important to note the size and composition of the female
labor force and to understand what paid work meant for
women in order to understand volunteering. What it meant,
very simply, was working long hours, at grueling low-level jobs,
for very little and rarely equal pay. In occupations open to both
sexes, notably manufacturing and teaching, pay scales for
women were systematically depressed, and the more highly
skilled, higher-level jobs were reserved for men.'® Prospects for
improvement in the lot of working women were faint; they
were relatively unorganized, with no significant union support
and no voice in the legislative process. Moreover, women, espe-
cially married women, were severely stigmatized for working;
they were supposed to be comfortably supported by men.
Given working conditions, opportunities, salary levels, and cul-
tural prescriptions for women in the nineteenth century, paid
work was not something very many would freely choose to do.

The Cult of True Womanhood became a self-fulfilling proph-
ecy, even for those women who couldn’t afford it. It contributed
to their limited employment opportunities, low salaries, and
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questionable social status. If respectable women didn’t work,
there would be no respectable jobs for those who did. Gen-
tlewomen in need stayed home, sewing and baking, and selling
their wares anonymously through “womens’ exchanges;” some
took in boarders. The sorry, awful fate of poor women in an age
when paid work was unfeminine was decried by British journal-
ist Harriet Martineau, who toured the country in the early
1830s:1 “One consequence, mournful and injurious of the chiv-
alrous taste and temper of a country with regard to its women is
that it is difficult, where it is not impossible for women to earn
their bread. Where it is a boast that women do not labour, the
encouragement and rewards of labour are not provided. It is so
in America . . . the lot of poor women is sad.”!* True Wom-
anhood may have been a middle-class myth, but it had a very
real effect on the lives of all women, rich and poor. Femininity
can be a very vicious cycle.

Volunteering broke it, for generations of leisured women
who created new, unpaid jobs for themselves outside the home.
It gave them public lives, ended their domestic isolation, and
gave rise to organizations of women dedicated to institutional
reform in education, health care, and criminal justice, as well as
the cultural and “moral” enrichment of society. If the stereo-
typical nineteenth-century volunteer was a ladylike friendly
visitor or charity worker, and if what she did was “women’s
work,” at least she was doing it in the company of others like
her, in the world of the community. By playing her woman’s
role outside the home, she would begin to change it.

B) The first significant voluntary associations of women
were the literary clubs, charity circles, and anti-vice societies of
the early to mid-1800s, all of which grew out of the emerging
ideal of true womanhood. They championed the feminine vir-
tues—purity, religiosity, and concern for others; even literary
clubs reflected, in part, a movement to educate women for
marriage and motherhood. These associations represent three
primary types of volunteering—cultural activity, moral reform,

 Martineau’s three-volume work Society in America, published in 1837, in-
cludes some valuable and rather caustic observations on the customs and status
of American women.
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and social service—that organized scores of women into a loose
network of associations before the Civil War and gradually co-
alesced into the nineteenth-century Woman’s Movement.

A sexual stereotype of femininity became a rallying cry for
nineteenth-century feminism. The Cult of True Womanhood
proved to be somewhat subversive. By separating the sexes so
completely, it made women a class unto themselves, a sister-
hood, with common problems, goals, and sensibilities. By en-
dowing them with all the moral virtues, it gave them a mandate
to venture forth into the world, to make it better. As women
organized for charity work, to combat commercial vice, or for
institutional reforms, they began to realize that in order to
effectively exercise their “gentle influence” on the world they
would have to have a voice in its political processes.

The nineteenth-century Woman Suffrage Movement was
largely comprised of relatively conservative, middle- and up-
per-class women for whom women’s rights were only a means
of achieving womanly reforms.{ One of their leaders, Julia Ward
Howe, President of the American Women’s Suffrage Associa-
tion, explained that women were obliged to put their “feminine
graces” and “virtues” to use in the world, to check the excesses
of men in society as well as in the home. “To keep up the tone of
society is part of every woman’s duty . . . Religion, peace, pu-
rity, temperance, are as much in place at the polls as at the altar
or the fireside.”*® By the end of the century, tens of thousands of
women were claiming their right to participate, for free, in
public affairs, if only to protect their children. Before there
were feminists, there were volunteers.

1. Charity and church work were probably the most com-
mon forms of volunteering for women in the early 1800s. Reli-
gion was “an occupation” for American women, commented
Harriet Martineau; aside from marriage, it was their primary
“pursuit.”’'® Women were disproportionately active in church
work, and female converts predominated in a wave of religious
revivalism that peaked in the 1830s and 1840s.1” Women were

1 Historian William O’Neill has called them “social feminists,” as distinguished
from the more radical women’s rights advocates who demanded equality be-
cause they had a right to it, “for its own sake.” (William O’Neill, Everyone Was
Brave, Chicago, 1969, p. 143.)
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supposed to be naturally pious and pure and the bearers of
Christian benevolence. They had a special mission to help the
poor and bring Godliness into the world and, led by their minis-
ters, organized numerous church and charitable societies
throughout New England. They raised money for church and
mission work, brought food and clothing to the poor, and estab-
lished and maintained schools and orphanages for them. “Many
are engaged in charities,” said Martineau, “doing good or harm
according to the enlightenment of mind which is carried to the
work.”!8 Church work was not quite a force for change in the
status of women; indeed, it perpetuated sexual stereotypes and
was based on a strong commitment to the traditional nuclear
family. But it brought women together, gave them an extra-
domestic identity, and contributed greatly to what historian
Nancy Cott has called the “group-consciousness and sense of
sex-identified social purpose” upon which the women’s rights
movement would be based.!®

Religion-inspired service work also provided a satisfying and
even consuming career alternative for gentlewomen who
would or could not marry. One of the most famous and remark-
able of these was Dorothea Dix, who, in the 1840s, embarked on
a one-woman crusade to change the way society treated the
mentally ill. She traveled alone, throughout New England and
the South, inspecting prisons and poorhouses, reporting on con-
ditions in them to state legislatures and lobbying for reform.
Her efforts led to the establishment of the first publicly funded
institutions to house and, it was hoped, care for, the mentally ill.
She called these asylums her “children.”

Dix’s personal and professional history are worth examining
in brief; her commitment to public service was the way she
solved the problem of being an intelligent, achievement-ori-
ented woman in an age of Domesticity. Born in 1802, she began
working as a teacher at fourteen, in a school she opened and
managed in her home in Boston. She wrote and published sto-
ries (moral tales) and religious verse, and continued teaching
until she was a “spinster” in her early thirties, having suffered a
broken engagement at twenty-two. She worked compulsively,
from dawn to midnight, during the years spent teaching and
writing, and finally collapsed in a total nervous and physical
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breakdown when she was thirty-four. She spent two years recu-
perating in Europe and five years later, having returned to
Boston, began her famous movement for penal reform with a
visit to a local jail to teach Sunday school. She devoted herself to
this work for fifteen years and then embarked on a third career,
when she was in her sixties, as Superintendent of the U.S. Army
Nurse Service during the Civil War.2°

Dix was utterly committed to her work and led a brave and
independent life for a woman of her time, but she was no
feminist. She thought it was inappropriate for women to engage
in organized political actions (although she learned quickly
enough how to manage the legislative process to achieve her
reforms) and she believed deeply that women, like herself,
should not work for pecuniary gain. Instead, it was the duty of
her sex to serve society, without expectation of reward or desire
for personal advancement. The public interest alone justified
her work, by making it a moral imperative. Dorothea Dix lived
by a womanly creed of religious service: “No day, no hour
comes, but brings in its train work to be ‘performed’ for some
useful end—the suffering to be comforted, the wandering led
home, the sinner reclaimed . . . Oh, how can anyone fold the
hands to rest and say to spirit “Take thine ease, for all is well.” 72!

2. The pursuit of religion gave women a moral right to
volunteer and vindicated the most militant of their early volun-
tary movements—the anti-vice crusades of the 1830s. Spurred
on, in part, by the national evangelical movement, they orga-
nized moral reform societies dedicated to abolishing prostitu-
tion and establishing a single standard of sexual morality for
men and women. The New York Moral Reform Society, formed
in 1834, led the crusade, with a chain of auxiliary associations in
urban and rural areas in the East and the publication of an
evangelical, semimonthly journal of national prominence, The
Advocate of Moral Reform. Moral reform societies fought for
legislation that would make it a crime for men to patronize
prostitutes, conducted raids on local brothels, and published, in
the Advocate, the names of men even suspected of “immoral
behavior,” like visiting a brothel or simply reading pornogra-
phy.22 .
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The anti-vice movement illustrates the complex politics of
volunteering—and of liberation—for nineteenth-century
women who had no real political or economic power with
which to challenge their restrictive domestic roles. They were
disenfranchised, with very limited access to the paid workplace,
no generally recognized rights to hold or control their own
property, and virtually no legal recourse against abusive or
neglectful husbands. Moral reformers were hardly feminists;
they clung to ideals of True Womanhood and Domesticity. And
they were aggressively anti-libertarian; buoyed by the belief
that they had a holy mission to legislate morality, they wanted
to outlaw “licentiousness” by jailing men who indulged in com-
mercial sex and suppressing pornography, “the literature of the
brothel.” But in the 1830s the sexual freedom of men was, in
fact, a threat to the welfare of women who had no equivalent
freedom of their own and were imprisoned in marriage by law,
religion, custom, and an economic system that made it almost
impossible for them to support themselves. Women sought to
sanctify the family structure and the rigid code of sexual moral-
ity that went with it in order to protect themselves from its
abuses. Their rather reactionary agenda for anti-vice reform
was based on a surprisingly radical view of prostitution; they
blamed it on men—on the double standard and the dearth of
decent jobs for single women: Prostitutes were not evil, seduc-
tive harlots but victims of a system of social and economic ineg-
uities. There was in this the first glimmer of an understanding
that something was wrong with the role of women in society.
One hundred and fifty years later, it is easy to say that what was
wrong was the basic ideal of True Womanhood, which moral
reformers fought to enforce. Beginning from a position of weak-
ness, they needed their grant of moral superiority; True Wom-
anhood looked like their only strength.

3. Not all of the early voluntary associations were dedicated
to service or social change; not all involved women in work.
Some were social or self-improvement groups, which generally
took the form of literary societies. By 1850, New England had
achieved nearly universal literacy, and reading was a primary
leisure activity for middle- and upper-class women. It became
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an excuse for association; they would gather together to read
outloud to each other from popular and religious literature and
sometimes share writings of their own. The usefulness of these
groups was wryly noted by Martineau: “All American ladies are
more or less literary, and some are so to excellent purpose, the
saving of their minds from vacuity.” But, she added, while
“readers are plentiful, thinkers are rare. Minds are of a very
passive character.”??

American ladies might have been literary, but they were not
very well educated. Private female secondary schools and semi-
naries began appearing throughout New England in the early
1800s, but their purpose was to prepare girls for marriage and
motherhood or teaching—the spinster’s alternative. The most
famous and rigorous of these were Emma Willard’s Troy Semi-
nary and Catherine Beecher’s Hartford Female Seminary, both
founded in the 1820s. Even Beecher and Willard, pioneers in
women’s education, dedicated their efforts to preparing
women for their only two professions—marriage and teaching;
they were not trained for serious scientific, artistic, or intellec-
tual endeavors. The “intellect” of American women was “con-
fined,” wrote Martineau, by domesticity and an accompanying
educational system that intended only “to make women some-
thing like companions to their husbands and able to teach their
children.”24

Literary societies could only be expected to reflect the educa-
tional backgrounds and domestic orientation of their members,
and, since they were not service or reform societies, they seem
like aimless, even foolish exercises in association for its own
sake. Reading and writing were only pastimes for True Women
who were strong in moral and maternal instinct and weak in
mind. A woman’s intellectual life was generally quite private
and played out in letters and diaries more than in social reading
groups. She was not supposed to have an independent life of the
mind for its own sake.

One exceptional woman who did, and sought to encourage
others to follow, was Margaret Fuller, the leading female jour-
nalist and intellectual of early-nineteenth-century New En-
gland.?®* Having received an unusually demanding classical edu-
cation from her father, she took her place among the male
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intelligentsia of her day, Transcendentalists like Emerson and
William Channing, and initiated one of the more notable varia-
tions of the New England literary society. This was a series of
“Conversations,” rather high-minded lectures and seminars for
women on philosophy, religion, classical mythology, sociology,
and the arts. They were not quite voluntary; Fuller charged for
her services and had organized the Conversations in order to
earn money. But she conceived them with a grander overall
purpose; Fuller wanted nothing less than to change the way
women thought. She would train them the way she had been
trained by her father “to systemize thought and give a precision
and clearness in which our sex are so deficient, chiefly, I think,
because they have so few inducements.’2¢

Fuller herself never resolved the dilemma of being an intel-
lectual woman at a time when intelligence was not a womanly
virtue. She worked most of her life and lived on her work; she
edited the Dial magazine, wrote for the New York Daily Trib-
une, and produced a major, early feminist treatise on the
“woman question,” Women in the Nineteenth Century. But for
most of her short life (she died at forty, shipwrecked) Margaret
Fuller was deeply conflicted about her own sexual identity (she
associated her intelligence with maleness) and confused about
the course she should take as a writer: “I have always thought
. . . that I would write not like a woman, of love and hope and
disappointment, but like a man, of the world of intellect and
action.”?” She struggled to find a form to suit her mind as well as
her sex: “I love best to be a woman; but womanhood is at
present too straitly bounded to give me scope. At hours, I live
freely as a woman; at others, I should stifle . . .28

While intellectual freedom and opportunities for intellectual
advancement were limited for white women of Fuller’s class,
they were practically nonexistent for black women. There was
considerable resistance in the North to educating free blacks.*
They were denied access to public schools in some states and
were not readily admitted into private white schools and semi-
naries.2® In the early 1830s, Prudence Crandell admitted black
girls into her school for young ladies in Cromwell, Connecticut,

* In the South, it was a crime to teach a slave to read.
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and in one year was forced to shut down after she and her
students were harassed and assaulted by townspeople and local
officials and her school nearly destroyed by vandals.*° Although
several black-administered schools for girls opened in the twen-
ties and thirties (the first boarding school for black girls was
founded by fifteen-year-old Maria Becraft in 1820), black com-
munities could hardly support the kind of private school system
being built by white America. What black schools there were
were likely to be coeducational: maintaining separate facilities
for boys and girls was expensive.?

Concern for education prompted the formation of a number
of black literary societies in the cities and towns of the East and
Midwest in the 1830s. Free blacks, men and women, had been
organizing into voluntary associations since the late 1700s; they
formed mutual aid, church, moral reform, and temperance, as
well as antislavery societies. Literary societies were an offshoot
of these. They were dedicated to the “moral and mental im-
provement” of their members, to encouraging reading, and to
providing their communities with books and libraries. There
were several exclusively female literary societies, ranging from
the ladylike to the pragmatic. They included the Minerva Liter-
ary Association of Philadelphia, a “school for the encourage-
ment and promotion of polite literature,” the Afric-American
Female Intelligence Society, dedicated to the “diffusion of
knowledge, the suppression of vice and immorality and . . .
such virtues as would render [its members] happy and useful to
society,” and the Ohio Ladies Educational Society, which
worked to establish a public educational system for blacks in
Ohio who were not allowed to attend the public schools.

Although literary societies did not last much more than a
decade, partly because of an overriding concern for abolition,
they are said to have provided the “background for the organi-
zation of the Negro school. They were among the supporters of
the educative life among Negroes in a day when there were few
formal instruments of education in existence for their use.”3?

C) Abolition was the primary political imperative for re-
formist volunteers of the mid-nineteenth century. Men started
effectively mobilizing against slavery in the early 1830s; they
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were soon joined by a small minority of women, many of whom
would later go on to lead the fight for women’s suffrage.t Aboli-
tion not only engaged women in a fight for freedom and equal
rights; it made them part of a national political movement, and
taught them the rudiments of grass-roots organizing. They
formed political associations, spoke out in public on public is-
sues, and went through the painstaking process of collecting
signatures on antislavery petitions to present to Congress; fifty
years later, they would do it all again in their drive to win the
vote.

Female antislavery societies, some of them interracial, began
appearing in the late 1830s; with the notable exception of Wil-
liam Lloyd Garrison, male abolitionists did not welcome this
addition to their ranks. Women were denied equal participation
in the convention of the American Anti-Slave Society in Phila-
delphia in 1837 and in the World Anti-Slavery Convention in
London in 1840. Abolitionists were, in part, scared off by fierce
public opposition to the entry of women into the political arena.
Abolition was not charity or church work, but political action;
for a woman to engage in it was considered an offense against
nature. “There were no bounds to the efforts made to crush the
actions of women who . . . used their powers in the abolition
question,” wrote Harriet Martineau. “Newspapers . . . laud
[their] exertions in all other charities,” but women in the anti-
slavery movement were censured for “casting off the refine-
ment of their sex [and for] the act of duty which [they] had
performed in deciding upon their duty for themselves.” “The
reproach,” she added, “is not that the ladies hold anti-slavery
opinions, but that they act upon them.” Martineau considered
the consequent failure of so many women to act, out of the
“retiring modesty of sex,” as evidence of the moral bankruptcy
of femininity.33

Speaking out in public was the most daring step undertaken
by women abolitionists; it violated an almost holy, sexual code of
silence. The first American woman to attempt a public speaking
career was Maria Steward. Steward, a freeborn black woman,

} Among them were Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Lucretia Mott, Sojourner Truth,
Sarah and Angelina Grimké, and Susan B. Anthony.
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teacher, and abolitionist, delivered several public addresses in
Boston in the early 1830s. Her speaking career was brief; soon
after it commenced, she ended it and retreated to teaching, in
part because of the opposition she encountered from black
men.34

A few years later, abolitionists and women’s rights activists
Sarah and Angelina Grimké became the first white American
women to speak in public, to the great consternation of the
clergy. The Grimkés began quietly enough, delivering antislav-
ery lectures to small groups of women, but soon embarked on
what became a notorious speaking tour of New England: they
started addressing large, mixed groups of men and women, and
it was this that aroused the ire of the Church and of proslavery
groups as well: “Then they were adjudged immodest, and their
conduct denounced as unwomanly and demoralizing . . .
Clergymen denounced them from their pulpits, especially
warning women members against them. Municipal corpora-
tions refused the use of halls for their meetings and threats of
personal violence came from various quarters.”?% In 1837, the
Congregationalist ministers of Massachusetts excoriated the
Grimkés, although not by name, in a widely publicized “Pas-
toral Letter.” The letter was an ominous reminder to the sup-
posedly weaker sex that “the power of woman is her depen-
dence, flowing from the consciousness of that weakness which
God has given her for protection . . . When she assumes the
place and tone of man as public reformer, our care and protec-
tion of her seem unnecessary . . . and her character becomes
unnatural.” Women reformers were warned that they would
forfeit their place before God and the Church and “fall in
shame and dishonor in the dust.”?¢ With her immortal soul
apparently at risk, political volunteering was a dangerous job
for a woman.

But she persisted, and by mid-century a small minority of
women had been politicized by the antislavery movement;
many more were bound together in a loose network of volun-
tary associations. Notable abolitionist women were becoming
feminists; in 1848, Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Lucretia Mott
organized the first Women’s Rights Convention in Seneca Falls,
New York, and a core group of feminists began demanding
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reform of marriage, divorce, and property laws, as well as the
right to vote. Service volunteers were becoming interested in
public affairs, at least in the social welfare, and, in the decades
after the Civil War, they would fill out the ranks of the Woman
Suffrage Movement: “For every active suffragist there were a
hundred women engaged in club work, education, charity and
various reforms . . . When suffragists spoke of the ‘woman
movement,” therefore, they meant . . . all women who were
engaged in non-manual, extra-domestic pursuits.”}3”

D) The fight for women’s rights, briefly displaced by the
Civil War, intensified in its aftermath. Extension of the vote and
due process rights of citizenship to black men—and not to
women—deeply embittered militant suffragists and split the
suffrage movement. Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan An-
thony broke from their abolitionist allies, male and female, and
founded the exclusively female National Women’s Suffrage As-
sociation in 1869; months later, their more conservative rivals
‘formed the American Women’s Suffrage Association, and it was
not until 1890, twenty years later, that the two camps would
reunite. The enfranchisement of black men, along with a stead-
ily increasing rate of immigration, also introduced an ugly ele-
ment of racism into popular arguments for suffrage: it was said
that native-born white women would vote with their class and
offset the power of the new black and immigrant male elector-
ate. The =litism of the late-nineteenth-century suffrage move-
ment has been frequently noted; it was led by privileged white
women and found its constituency among similarly privileged,
newly energized volunteers and, to a lesser extent, newly edu-
cated college women.

The Civil War had mobilized service volunteers and left them
with a heightened sense of purpose. Women who had been

1 There was relatively little organized feminist activity in the South, which does
not necessarily mean there was absolutely no feminism. For an illuminating
study of white and free black women in the antebellum South, see Suzanne
Lebsock, The Free Women of Petersburg: Status and Culture in a Southern
Town, 1784-1860(New York, 1984). Ms. Lebsock found that, between 1784 and
1860, the women of Petersburg, Virginia, managed to increase their personal
and economic independence, within the limits of their conservative, slavehold-
ing society, despite the absence of an organized feminist movement.
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involved in relief work and the unladylike job of nursing
wounded soldiers lost some of the debilitating modesty of their
sex and expanded their own definitions of women’s work.?® In
the North, women had already been volunteering for at least
thirty years; now they’d participated in a victorious national
war effort. That they had a mission in the world—to safeguard
its morals and care for its casualties—was no longer a matter of
controversy; that there was work to be done was clear.

In the closing decades of the nineteenth century, industriali-
zation and the influx of single working girls and immigrants into
the cities created a new population of urban poor and new
problems and needs that women could meet. Volunteers were
ambitious, and they had a mission: to improve slum housing,
health care, public education, and help turn prisons into peni-
tentiaries devoted to rehabilitation; to elevate the moral tone of
postwar life and protect women and children—by ending child
labor and prostitution and closing down the saloons. Like their
predecessors of the 1830s, volunteers in the late 1800s formed
associations dedicated to social service, moral reform, and self-
improvement; but they organized with greater confidence and
ease and in far greater numbers, nationwide.

1. The largest and probably most provocative of the post-
war associations was the evangelical Woman’s Christian Tem-
perance Union. The WCTU, founded in 1873, claimed over
150,000 members across the country by 1890. Under the lead-
ership of Frances Willard, it fought for social reforms and suf-
frage, as well as temperance and an end to commercial vice.?°

The WCTU was the spiritual successor of the moral reform
societies of the thirties, and it was at the forefront of a “social
purity” movement that swept the country in the years after the
Civil War. Dedicated to the moral cleansing of society, the
WCTU made votes for women one of its first priorities, carrying
the cult of domesticity to its logical and most frenzied extreme.
According to Frances Willard, “government [was] only house-
keeping on the broadest scale.”4?

The goal of the WCTU was quite simply to remake society in
its own image of virtuous womanhood. Women were by nature
“the less tainted half of the race,” wrote Willard. They purified
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all they touched and had a holy mission to “go forth into the
world” and make it “homelike™: “. . . not that the world
[would] come into the home, but that the home, embodied and
impersonated in its womanhood, [would] go forth into the
world.”** To carry out this mission, Frances Willard involved
her organization in improving education by organizing kinder-
gartens and Sunday schools, in reforming penal institutions for
women, and in a crusade to rid society of pornography and
prostitution, along with alcohol, the root of all evils.

Like the early moral reformers, women of the WCTU were
militant anti-libertarians—and for similar reasons. They fought
for temperance and the suppression of pornography (and con-
traception) to protect wives from their drunken, abusive hus-
bands, and single women and girls from the debauched males
who would lead them into prostitution. They approached prob-
lems of sexual violence and exploitation from a position of legal
and economic powerlessness that underscored their fanatic be-
lief in the power of womanly virtues. They fought to protect the
family that, in its ideal state, protected women and gave them
their much-exalted mission in the world.

2. The mandate for women to domesticate society was per-
vasive; it shaped postwar service as well as moral reform societ-
ies and helped make the plight of single working women and
girls in a new, urban industrial age a popular cause for women
volunteers. In their ideal world, an unmarried girl stayed home,
under the care and protection of her family. By migrating to the
city, to live and work unprotected, she threatened to destroy
the future of virtuous womanhood. Alone and earning her own
living, a girl would lose either her virtue or, at best, her feminin-
ity. The specter of prostitution and the sacrificing of womanly
virtues to work prompted the first postwar voluntary efforts to
help the working girl. A voluntary association would serve as
her surrogate family, continuing her moral education and pro-
tecting her from corruption.

This naive and condescending view that the problems of
working women were primarily moral ones would give way, for
many volunteers, to the pragmatic teachings of the progressive
era. By the turn of the century, upper-class women had devel-
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oped more sophisticated, less patronizing approaches to reform
and were beginning to focus on improving wages and condi-
tions for workers instead of providing them with moral guid-
ance. The evolution of these efforts reflected, in part, the educa-
tion volunteers received from their work, which contributed to
the increasing responsiveness of the feminist movement to the
problems of working-class women.

The first associations for working girls were the Young Wom-
en’s Christian Association and the Association of Working Girls
Societies. The YWCA was the first and largest of these; founded
in Boston in 1868, it soon spread to cities throughout the coun-
try. “Y” chapters provided religious and moral guidance, shel-
ter, and assistance in finding jobs to country girls in the big
cities. Working girls’ societies began forming in the 1880s, fol-
lowing a model originated by heiress Grace Dodge. They affili-
ated in 1885 into a network of clubs in the East and Midwest.
The business of these societies was to supervise the moral, spiri-
tual, and social lives of single girls and to educate them in the
middle-class ways of virtuous womanhood.*?

A more practical approach to helping working women was
adopted by the National Consumers League, another affiliated
organization founded in New York in 1890. It began by harness-
ing consumer buying power to pressure retail businesses into
improving wages and conditions for women workers; in later
years, it would become an important advocate of protective
legislation for women (and opponent of the ERA).

The League was led, in its beginnings, from 1890 to 1896, by
Josephine Shaw Lowell, a wealthy and prominent volunteer
whose own career began with traditional service work and
culminated in progressive reform. Lowell, who was widowed
young, during the war, started with war relief work and then
devoted herself in the 1870s to charity work, particularly
friendly visiting to public institutions and the homes of the
poor; in 1876, she was appointed to the New York State Board of
Charities and became involved in the reform of penal institu-
tions and almshouses. By 1890, she had lost faith in charity and
prison work and, having resigned from the Board of Charities,
assumed the presidency of the Consumer’s League, with the
conviction that “if the working people had all they ought to
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have, we should not have the paupers and criminals.”*3 The
problem, she now said, was not so much that the poor lacked
moral fortitude but that they worked under “dreadful condi-
tions for starvation wages.” She also became increasingly aware
of the need to educate upper-class women in the ways of the
working world, particularly those wealthy young women who
worked for pin money, “taking a clerk’s place but refusing to
accept half a clerk’s salary because she does not need more. She
should think of the women who do need more and whom her
unselfish selfishness is helping to starve.”#4

The next and most progressive step in the efforts of volun-
teers to improve the lot of women workers was the founding of
the National Women’s Trade Union League in 1903. This was an
unusual cooperative association of leisure-class volunteers and
working-class, trade-union women. Both groups served to-
gether on the executive board; although volunteers dominated
the organization in its early years, working women eventually
assumed an equal role in it. The purpose of the WTUL was to
help organize women and bring them into the union move-
ment, as equals, to upgrade their status and increase their
power as trade unionists. In the first decades of this century,
with chapters in New York, Boston, and Chicago and smaller
cities in the East and Midwest, the WTUL became an important
source of support for women strikers, particularly in the gar-
ment industry.*s

The WTUL was unique: “It was the only early 20th century
women’s organization that attempted to build such an egalitar-
ian, cross-class alliance.”#® That it existed at all was, in large
part, due to the previous experiences of its founding volunteers,
who had been disillusioned by traditional charity and service
work. Many WTUL volunteers had been settlement workers;
they had had their collective consciousness raised.

3. The settlement movement, led, notably, by Jane Addams
and Lillian Wald, was the most famous and daring experiment
in progressive volunteering and the most influential in shaping
the new, turn-of-the-century college women. The settlement
house was intended to serve as an urban community center, to
encourage the formation of voluntary associations among the
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residents it served, and to provide them with social services,
including health care, education, and vocational guidance. It
was also a sort of graduate center for social work, a life experi-
ence school for college women who volunteered to live in the
settlements, administering social services to the poor, for free.*”

In the 1880s and 1890s, college itself was still something of an
experiment for women. Equal higher education for them began
after the Civil War with the opening of women’s colleges in the
East. Vassar College was the first, in 1865; it was followed over
the next twenty-five years by Mt. Holyoke, Wellesley, Smith,
Bryn Mawr, and Radcliffe and Barnard, which opened as re-
spective adjuncts to Harvard and Columbia. Several midwest-
ern colleges had been admitting female students since Oberlin
opened its doors to them in 1837, but in the mid-1800s co-
education did not mean equal education for women. At Oberlin
they were restricted to a less rigorous course of study and had
been admitted, in part, to provide a more balanced atmosphere
for males.*® It took the creation of exclusively female colleges to
begin to establish a tradition of scholarship and professional
training for women, divorced from marriage, maternity, and
teaching.

Providing women with equal education was, of course, highly
controversial: it brought them uncomfortably close to what was
considered the inherently masculine sphere of life and encoun-
tered strong opposition from the medical profession, as well as
from other defenders of virtuous womanhood. Women were
said to be, by nature, too frail for strenuous intellectual endeav-
ors: college would ruin their health, and possibly their repro-
ductive capacities.*® It would also, it was feared, make them
unwilling or unable to marry, and, in fact, turn-of-the-century
surveys of college women indicated that they tended to marry
less and to marry later than the general female population.5°

Women’s colleges themselves were respectful of most femi-
nine behavioral stereotypes. With strong, traditional religious
leanings, they maintained strict ladylike codes of conduct for
students, functioning, in the beginning, like extended versions
of the Victorian family. At Vassar, a Lady Principal supervised
the deportment and even conversation of students “to guard
against coarse or insipid frivolities of rustic and fashionable



40 WOMEN VOLUNTEERING

talk.” At Smith, an “unwritten code” of well-bred womanhood
outlawed such pastimes as walking “merely for pleasure.”
Wellesley students were prohibited from attending the theater
or opera, even during school vacations.5!

The eastern colleges were ladylike enclaves for young white
women of “solidly bourgeois” backgrounds.5? By the turn of the
century they had together graduated a grand total of four
blacks. Higher education for black women meant coeducation,
generally at one of the black universities that opened in the
1860s—Howard, Fisk, or Atlanta. The very small minority of
black women who did attend college were likely to be trained
to be teachers.?3

Professional opportunities for all women graduates were se-
verely limited at first: college naturally preceded the entry of
women into the professional world. In 1890, there were only
360 women medical students and 200 women lawyers,34 nation-
wide; as late as 1872, the U.S. Supreme Court had refused to
compel the admission of women to state bar associations.>® Col-
leges turned out some librarians, lady journalists, novelists, and
editors; but, apart from teaching and nursing,¢ the primary
profession open to college women at the turn of the century was
professional volunteering, primarily in the social services. The
fact that settlement work was unpaid was of small consequence
to privileged, educated women, for whom it was a welcome
escape from the family parlor.

It was also a demanding and often enlightening full-time job
that involved women in electoral politics, legislative reform,
and trade unionism, as well as in the delivery of social services.
Settlement workers were both social change and service volun-
teers, and their experiences underscored the connection be-
tween the suffrage movement and the fight for social reform. It
was clear that women would have no appreciable effect on
social problems until they had a voice in social policy, and they
had a responsibility to make sure their voice was heard.

The settlement movement didn’t abandon the ideal of virtu-
ous womanhood; it simply made the most progressive use of it:
The primary goal of the volunteer was not to make society
virtuous but to make it fair. Poverty was not the result of some
moral failing; it arose, rather, from economic and political ineg-
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uities that women were uniquely suited to address. They would
humanize the slums and clean up local government. They owed
it to their families as well as their communities to do so, said
Jane Addams: “. . . as society grows more complicated it is
necessary that woman shall extend her sense of responsibility to
many things outside her home if she would continue to pre-
serve the home in its entirety.” Addams believed that city gov-
ernment was, after all, women’s work; it “demand[ed] the help
of minds accustomed to detail and variety of work, to a sense of
obligation for the health and welfare of young children, and to a
responsibility for the cleanliness and comfort of others.”5? Al-
though at the other end of the scale of virtuous womanhood
from moral reformers, settlement workers essentially agreed
with Frances Willard of the WCTU that society was just one
large house for women to keep.

4. Progressivism and moral reform were two extremes of
virtuous womanhood; it found its middle ground in the wom-
en’s club. The popular club movement began officially in 1868,
when journalist Jennie Croly, having been refused admittance
to an event at the New York Press Club, founded Sorosis, an
exclusively female club designed to promote the intellectual
development of women and to provide them with a community
of their own, outside the home. Women’s clubs, dedicated vari-
ously to self-improvement, socializing, and community service,
soon proliferated throughout the country, carrying on the tradi-
tion of literary societies on the grand scale. The General Feder-
ation of Women’s Clubs was founded in 1890 by a coalition of
sixty-one clubs; by 1896, it had an estimated one hundred thou-
sand members nationwide.?® The club movement had become
the center for both the leisure and volunteer work activities of
middle-class women.

What distinguished clubs from other voluntary associations
was that they brought together women who had nothing in
common but the simple desire to associate. This was under-
scored by sociologist Sophonisba Breckinridge in her landmark
1933 study Women in the Twentieth Century. Breckinridge
noted: “It was the appearance of women’s clubs all over the
country which represented the general, unspecified leisure
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time activity of women for which no prerequisite in the way of
education, belief or male relationship was required. Clubs be-
gan to appear in the sixties and their growth marked the emer-
gence of the middle aged and middle class woman from her
kitchen and her home.”%® Clubs may have been justly described
as a “body of women banded together for the purpose of meet-
ing together,”¢° but they did play an important role in organiz-
ing middle-class women, bringing them into their communities
and eventually the suffrage movement.

The typical club of the early 1890s was primarily social and
cultural, according to constitutional prescriptions of the newly
formed General Federation of Women’s Clubs. But by 1896 the
Federation was admitting philanthropic clubs and beginning to
address questions of social welfare. In 1910, with eight hundred
thousand members nationwide, it had taken up a few progres-
sive causes of the day, with established committees on Civics,
Social Service Reform, and Industry and Child Labor, as well as
Art and Household Economy.5*

The club movement was not feminism; it was a way for con-
ventional women to become active outside their homes. Indi-
vidual affiliated clubs tended to be relatively conservative,
more so than their national organization, said Breckinridge,
adding that in the early 1900s local clubs were still addressing
questions like “Is housework incompatible with the higher
life?”’®2 But many were also actively engaged in community
work, often centered on children, education, and the arts. They
founded and maintained public libraries and arts societies and
worked to improve local school systems, juvenile courts, and
“humane institutions” for children. Even these relatively lady-
like volunteer activities worried the more strident defenders of
virtuous womanhood, like Grover Cleveland. He denounced
the “club habit” as a threat to “the integrity of our homes and
the benign disposition and character of our wifehood and moth-
erhood . . .” Cleveland proclaimed that “the best and safest
club for a woman to patronize is her home.”%® But the typical
clubwoman extolled the “womanly virtues” and followed a fa-
miliar credo of volunteering that managed to be both assertive
and self-effacing. She declared her right to leave the home, in
order to be a helpmeet to man in the world: “Since the time
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when Adam’s rib was removed and . . . mysteriously wrought
into . . . woman, to quite recent times, man has looked upon
her as an unnecessary and meaningless thing, whose sometime
charm was the only reason she should be allowed to trespass
upon the earth which was barely large enough for himself. But
gradually man is outgrowing this primitive idea of woman’s
limited share in . . . the universe. In the hospital she may be a
nurse; in the school she may be a teacher; in the office a stenog-
rapher; in politics a follower . . . She does not ask to manage,
to direct, but only to be allowed to help . . . The heart of the
[club] movement is opportunity for greater usefulness and un-
selfish service.”54

The services provided by women’s clubs were particularly
important in black communities, in which welfare needs were
less likely to be met by the state and general public. Black
women began organizing beneficial societies, to improve edu-
cation and health care and provide support for the destitute in
their communities, in the decades after the Civil War. From
their beginnings these clubs tended to be more service-ori-
ented than social, and their membership, on the local level, was
likely to include working as well as middle-class women.®® For
them, the purpose of a club was not to fill leisure time or to get
out of the house, but to insure the survival of their communities.

At the national level, the tone of the club movement was
more middle-class; national leaders were often college-edu-
cated, middle-class women. The clubs affiliated in the 1890s,
with the formation of the Colored Women'’s League of Washing-
ton, D.C., and the National Federation of Afro-American
Women, founded in Boston; in 1896 the two groups merged into
the National Association of Colored Women.®® The NACW was
organized into departments, which reflected a concern for cul-
tural enrichment as well as economic and social advancement
and civil rights. The “leading” departments included Women’s
Suffrage, Patriotism, Education, Conditions in Rural Life, Mu-
sic, Literature and Art, Gainful Occupation and Business, Bet-
ter Railroad Conditions, Mothers’ Meetings and Night School,
Health Conditions, Child Welfare, and Public Speaking.®” Edu-
-cation and early child care were among the first priorities of the
federated clubs; in the 1890s the Colored Women’s League
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organized a day-care center for poor working mothers,®8 and
Mary Church Terrell, first president of the NACW, dedicated
herself to the establishment of a kindergarten system, noting
that “it was the duty of colored women to do everything in their
power to save the children during the early impressionable
years of their lives.”®® Children, as always, were a primary con-
cern.

The national club movement also served needs unique to a
new population of middle-class black women, not just to be of
use to their communities but to elevate the image of black
women popularly held by whites. In white racist mythology,
black women were not admitted into the enclave of True Wom-
anhood; they were, instead, presumed to be bereft of all the
womanly virtues—promiscuous and, even, mentally deficient.
Disproving these “audacious” accusations was “the strongest
reason” for the club movement, said Josephine Ruffin, one of its
most prominent national leaders: “If an estimate of the colored
women of America is called for, the inevitable reply, glibly
given, is ‘For the most part ignorant and immoral, some excep-
tions of course, but these don’t count.” ” It was the duty of black
women to “stand forth and declare ourselves and principles, to
teach an ignorant and suspicious world that our aims and inter-
ests are identical with those of all good aspiring women . . .
All over America there is to be found a large and growing class
of earnest, intelligent, progressive colored women, women
who, if not leading useful lives, are only waiting for the opportu-
nity to do so, many of them warped and cramped for lack of
opportunity, not only to do more, but to be more.” They would
organize “for the sake of [their] own dignity and the dignity of
[their]race . . . Toolong have we been silent under unjust and
unholy charges . . . Now with an army of organized women
standing for purity and mental worth, we in ourselves deny the
charge and open the eyes of the world . . . by a dignified
showing of what we are and hope to become . . .”7°

Volunteering helped all women become something—more
than domestic or sexual adjuncts to men. It gave them work to
do in their communities and a sense of usefulness. It loosened
the bonds of True Womanhood and showed privileged women
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the inequities that prevailed outside the four walls of their
homes; even the most traditional service volunteers became
aware of the need for social change. If many ventured into the
slums like Lady Bountifuls, some were radicalized by what they
found. Service volunteering helped mature the Woman’s Move-
ment and heal the rift between leisured and working-class femi-
nists—by making volunteers aware of the problems of their
chosen ministry of working and non-working poor. It also
turned mainstream, middle-class women into suffragists, and
the efforts of progressive volunteers, like the women of the
National Women’s Trade Union League, helped extend the suf-
frage movement to the working class. After the turn of the
century, the Woman’s Movement embraced a coalition of
women that crossed class boundaries; and, it was this coalition—
of social reformers, clubwomen, service volunteers, paid work-
ingwomen, and ladies—that would finally win the vote in 1919.

E) This was the first women’s movement, begun in 1848; it
lasted seventy years, ending with passage of the suffrage
amendment. Feminism didn’t survive the Jazz Age; not many
progressive reform movements did. The story of the twenties is
familiar; in the aftermath of World War I and the Russian
Revolution, it was, like the 1950s, a time of “Red scares” and
“normalcy.” The reformist zeal of the Progressive Era was re-
placed as the cultural ideal of the decade by the private pursuit
of pleasure and personal fulfillment. Sexual mores changed
drastically, with the popularized teachings of Freud and
Havelock Ellis and the emergence of a successful birth-control
movement, led by Margaret Sanger.

A new image of the ideal woman took hold—what historian
Sheila Rothman has called the “wife/companion,” Women
were now supposed to be loving and romantic sexual compan-
ions to their husbands. Marriage was still their highest calling,
but its emotional focus had shifted from maternal to romantic
love.”* While model married women were loving wives, single
ones, still young enough, were flappers—early versions of the
“Cosmopolitan woman,” hardly feminists. The modern “femi-
nine mystique,” later identified by Betty Friedan, was born, or
at least foretold, in the 1920s.



46 WOMEN VOLUNTEERING

It was accompanied by a significant increase in the marriage
rate among college women (which by the end of the decade had
risen to about 70 percent”?) and a relative decline in the rate at
which women were entering the paid work force and the pro-
fessions.” A greater percentage of professional women were
married, and even the rigorous classical curricula of the wom-
en’s colleges began to include courses like “Marriage and the
Family,” in keeping with the revival of an old trend to educate
women to be wives.”

It shouldn’t surprise us that service and reformist volunteer-
ing waned in popularity among the white middle classes along
with feminism and paid careers. The ideal new woman of the
1920s was interested in volunteering that served purely social
needs or was directly related to her own children or family life.
Two of the most significant voluntary associations to emerge in
the twenties were the college sorority and the PTA. The PTA, of
course, continued a tradition of women volunteering for their
children, in the public schools. The sorority was a new and
noteworthy development that reflected the tone of the decade:
Sororities flourished while an interest in settlement work
among college women declined drastically.”s

The shift from public service to private, social volunteering
was also reflected in the agenda of the General Federation of
Women’s Clubs, which reverted “to the literary program””¢ of
its early years, and in the drop in membership suffered by the
newly formed League of Women Voters. The successor organi-
zation to the National American Women’s Suffrage Association,
the League was formed in 1920 to “promote non-partisan politi-
cal education” and the “participation of women in govern-
ment.””” Sociologist Sophonisba Breckinridge noted that be-
cause the League was political and service-oriented, it had a
limited appeal for the woman of the 1920s. “The fact that the
League is a hardworking organization has discouraged the ca-
sual ‘joiner’; that it has eliminated social features rather gener-
ally has disappointed some women; the fact that it occasionally
espouses unpopular causes has served to alienate still others.”
Precisely because it was hardworking, the League was distin-
guished from more popular associations like the General Feder-
ation of Women’s Clubs in another very important respect—
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most of the women who joined and rose to leadership positions
in it were not married.”®

Although work, paid or unpaid, was becoming an acceptable
option for single women, it was still a daring and questionable
one for a wife. A demanding, professional volunteer job was put
in the same corner as a paid job and considered a too consuming
“outside” activity that threatened the family. The problems of
combining marriage and an outside job became major concerns
at the women’s colleges during the 1920s.

A look at Smith College alumnae quarterlies from these years
is instructive: The suitability of marriage as an exclusive career
for an educated woman is a recurrent topic of debate. Articles
about new paid and unpaid jobs for women—in business, poli-
tics, and social service—are juxtaposed with stories like “The
Country Minister’s Wife: How College Fitted Me for My Job.””?®
Letters from alumnae discuss the propriety and possibility of
combining marriage with paid or unpaid work. One writer
praises the “art of housekeeping” as a “‘creative” and satisfying
occupation for a woman. “Marriage is more than a job,” she
says. “It becomes the fullest expression of ourselves and the
opportunity it offers is quite without limit.”®° Another, who
signs herself “the Quack,” disagrees: “Save where the children
are many and young and the income small, most . . . house-
holders have more leisure than they think [and] it is a poor
leisure that does not look out of its windows beyond the end of
the street.” She worries that younger women will insulate
themselves in marriage and be lost to domestic busywork; she
urges them to work outside the home, for money or for free, to
contribute to their communities and save themselves from the
emptiness and “fecklessness” of a life without work. An “out-
side job,” she reminds them, “is not a thing to be dropped with a
thud at the altar.”®!

This identification of volunteering with paid work, in terms of
its effect on the family, is remarkable. It serves as a reminder of
the importance of volunteering as a work experience for mar-
ried women, particularly in periods when their roles were very
narrowly prescribed. This was underscored by Betty Friedan in
The Feminine Mystique, in her review of women’s lives in the
1950s. In 1957 she conducted a survey of 200 college women,
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fifteen years after their graduation, and found that a strong
commitment to community work helped many of them “grow
up within the framework of suburban housewivery.” For those
self-directed volunteers who were working not simply to ad-
vance their social status or “escape” the house but in pursuit of
their own interests and ideals, volunteering was “an act of ma-
turity, a commitment that used and renewed strength of self.”’82

Yet volunteering was one of the first targets of the contempo-
rary women’s movement, led by Friedan herself. Volunteering
became identified with the feminine mystique and the patriar-
chal family that made women no more than wives and mothers.
So long as they remained at home, raising children and working
for free in their communities, they would remain the weaker
sex. The virulent feminist attack on volunteering in the early
seventies was unavoidable; it accompanied a long overdue cri-
tique of the traditional nuclear family.

An earlier generation of feminists had been ambushed by the
family, when marriage and femininity won out over the vote.
Perhaps it was inevitable. William O’Neill has suggested that
the first women’s movement self-destructed, by allying itself
with the traditional family and prevailing concepts of feminin-
ity.®3 Social feminists like Julia Ward Howe and Frances Willard
sought not to free women from domesticity but to domesticate
society. They never addressed, and even exacerbated, the un-
derlying problem—the notion that men and women were des-
tined to inhabit separate spheres and perform mutually exclu-
sive functions in society and at home. The problem was a family
system based on immutable sex roles—paid work for men; un-
paid housework, community work, and economic dependence
for women. Instead, social feminists made the electoral system
the problem, and votes for women became their primary goal:
women’s suffrage would purify, pacify, and change the world,
and by fighting for it in the name of virtuous womanhood they
made sure that suffrage was all they would get. It wouldn’t free
women who still believed in their own femininity, who believed
they deserved the vote precisely because they were wives and
mothers. Indeed, it took sixty years and the emergence of a
second women’s movement for women to begin to use their
votes effectively, to advance their own interests as a class; the
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first significant “gender gap” in the national electorate ap-
peared in 1982, when women crossed party lines to cast their
votes as women. The vote is, arguably, only an effective means
of feminist reform in the hands of an organized group of femi-
nists or “women-identified” women, and, in the 1920s, the coa-
lition that had successfully fought for suffrage fell apart. The
first women’s movement ended when the ideal woman went
home.

It may not be fair to blame this on volunteering or to fault
early feminists for failing to challenge the family, but the temp-
tation to do so is strong. Today we can hardly reconcile a family
system that trained women for a life of domestic service and a
volunteer tradition that extended her domestic responsibilities
into the community with feminism; certainly in the 1960s and
1970s volunteering looked, not like an escape from the home,
but like a retreat from the world that was bound to end badly
for women. But women in the nineteenth century began froma
position of utter powerlessness; they were disenfranchised and
uneducated, with virtually no economic rights, much less op-
portunities, and subordinate to their husbands, as a matter of
law and divine destiny. Sexual stereotypes were dictated by
God and there was no place in society for the women who broke
them. It is doubtful that nineteenth-century feminists could
have successfully taken on the family, which was supposed to
protect women, or that anything but an appeal to the womanly
virtues would have successfully mobilized middle-class women
and enlisted them in the fight for suffrage. They weren’t about
to go to work for money, but they might volunteer if it would
make the world more virtuous.

So they did—and were half-liberated in spite of themselves.
The most traditional clubwomen and service volunteers were
enlivened and even radicalized by work undertaken in the
name of the most regressive notions of femininity. Charlotte
Perkins Gilman, one of the most radical turn-of-the-century
feminists and one of few to trace the subordinacy of women to
domesticity and the economic dependence of wives, called the
club movement “one of the most important sociological phe-
nomena of the century.” It marked, she said, “the first timid
steps toward social organization of these so long unsocialized
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members of our race.” In her view, club work, church, and
service volunteering saved scores of women from slowly dying
within their domestic cages, by giving them “outside” social
lives and an opportunity to “labor together . . . for other
needs than the family relation.” If volunteering was a function
of femininity, it was also the first social movement to release the
“struggling human soul in woman.”84



FOUR

THE \VOLUN
HERSELF:

Interviews

n unscientifically mixed sample of women volunteers

were interviewed for this book. Some volunteer exclu-

sively; some are former full-time volunteers, now in the
paid work force; some combine volunteering and paid work.
They volunteer in community-based and national organiza-
tions, in politics, the arts, social services, through their churches
or synagogues, or for their favorite causes. They vary in age,
ethnicity, and race, but virtually all the women who volunteer
to the exclusion of paid work are white, middle- and upper-
class; full-time volunteering is primarily a white middle- and
upper-class tradition. Virtually all of the black women inter-
viewed work at paying jobs while they volunteer. The majority
of women in the entire sample are middle-class and many are
married, because the volunteer tradition is so closely associated
with middle-class marriage, family, and community life. They
are all living in cities and towns in the Northeast.

This is not intended to be a survey of the volunteer world
today, nationwide, or a statistically sound analysis of current
trends in volunteering. Nor are these interviews presented as
moral tales—of “good” or “bad” volunteer jobs and “good” or
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“bad” life-styles for women. Most of the experiences described
in the book are mixed; most of the women interviewed will
make their peace with these mixtures without any help from
me. This is not a lesson or a “how to” book on volunteering. It is
a collection of stories of women volunteers that takes a look at
the volunteer work ethic and the interrelations of volunteering,
paid work, and family in the lives of women today.

The decision to volunteer is, ultimately, an individual one.
There are no rules or dogmas to guide you through it. But it
helps to understand the history of volunteering; it helps to hear
from women volunteers. And, after so many years of being
analyzed, categorized, and lectured at, it is, I think, their turn to
talk and ours to listen.
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The Ideal:
Service as a Holy Calling

“You don’t just think about yourself. Think about other
people and make your life useful.”
Ann Geller, volunteer

Ask a woman why she volunteers and sooner or later she is
bound to recall the “feeling that comes from helping out.” But
if she is sincere about it, if it runs deep, it is a feeling she is likely
to find difficult to describe. Talking about it may embarrass her;
the satisfaction of helping her neighbor is personal and seems
rather unsophisticated. She doesn’t want to present herself as a
do-gooder. “It sounds corny,” women tell me; it sounds “trite,”
even “sanctimonious” to say you volunteer “to make things
better,” or because “you have to give something of yourself to
your community.”

Their embarrassment is, in part, a response to the feminist
work ethic; women who now understand the importance of
putting a price on their work, just like men, are self-conscious
about playing out traditional, seemingly self-effacing feminine
roles. Twenty years ago they could have proudly, even smugly,
declared they volunteered in order to serve their communities.
Today, even in the most peripheral of feminist circles, it is more
fashionable to say they are on a career track, developing profes-
sional contacts and expertise.

This has left women somewhat confused about their motives
for volunteering. If they have been encouraged, even pressured
by the feminist movement to demand something for them-
selves from their work, many still have a residual impulse to
apologize for doing so. Their tendency is to distinguish between
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the desire for a professional career and the impulse to serve a
community as “selfish” and “unselfish” reasons for volunteer-
ing.

It is a distinction that makes no sense at all to me, because it
suggests that there is something wrong with looking out for
yourself and that there are saints among us who don’t—who
choose work that satisfies none of their own needs or desires. It
suggests that helping yourself is incompatible with helping your
community, and it both reflects and reinforces the common
misconception that feminism, which on this value scale stands
for “selfishness,” cannot be reconciled with the impulse to vol-
unteer, which stands for “selfless,” “nurturing” femininity.

But the volunteer tradition is an article of faith as well as one
of femininity; not every woman volunteers on account of her
sex; some believe that service is a holy calling, for men and
women alike. The first woman I interviewed spoke freely, sim-
ply, and directly of her own desire to “do things for people,”
because for her it derives not from socio-sexual conditioning but
from a commitment she made years ago to God. The will and
talent to volunteer, she says, is simply “the Lord working inside
a person.” For her it is a kind of blessing.

I liked her simplicity, the way she looked me in the eye and
talked about “doing good” without pretension, complacency, or
embarrassment. She was clear about her own need to volunteer
—and about the enjoyment she derives from volunteering.
Many women have told me that they would not want to be paid
for their volunteer work: doing it for free is part of the pleasure
of it; but it is not a worldly pleasure, and the women for whom
volunteering does not have to be a worldly endeavor sometimes
describe that pleasure best. For them there is nothing self-
sacrificial or selfless about a life of service; it has been freely
chosen, it is “self-satisfying,” and if they feel somehow com-
pelled to volunteer, it is by faith and not by femininity.

So I begin with four women for whom volunteering is a spiri-
tual quest—not because their motivations are better, or purer,
or even different than anyone else’s, but rather because, on
some level, they are the same. For me, these women clarify an
ideal of volunteering that many share but few are able to ex-
press without fear of sounding starry-eyed or silly or like just
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another woman born to serve. This is not to suggest that volun-
teering can or should be clear and simple for all of us or that a
spiritual commitment to work is the answer. Indeed, the last
woman interviewed in this section doesn’t quite know how to
answer her own call to volunteer, because she is angry and
confused about what the volunteer tradition has always meant
for women. But there is still “something” in her, she says, that
“wants to serve” in spite of that tradition, something that I
think is shared by most of the volunteers in this book. There is,
after all, a dimension of volunteering, even for women, that
transcends the politics of sex and social service. It is not an
answer, but it seemed to me a place to begin.

ANN GELLER

Ann Geller says her husband hates to go to New York with her
because she looks so friendly. People on the street stop her just
to talk: “I have that kind of half-smile.”

I suspect she doesn’t mind being approached by strangers: it
has been her mission to help people in need since she was
fifteen and “made a kind of commitment to God.” It began with
a church-sponsored youth conference and Bible study group of
high school girl friends:

“We started to get together . . . to help each other in our
lives . . . What we were gonna do was read a chapter from the
Bible and discuss it . . . My mother, who was really very active
in church, said, “Well, this will last three weeks’ . . . We met

. and it worked for thirty years, and through it all we began
to get a vision of doing things for people.”

It was “amazing,” Ann agrees, that “all the people in the
original group stuck” for thirty years, but the notion of service
they developed together became “the guide, the touchstone for
everybody’s life . . . in their marriages, in their bringing up of
their children, in the kind of jobs and the kind of volunteer
work they did.”

Ann has been volunteering steadily and exclusively since
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then for nearly forty years. She is now in her mid-fifties, with
two grown children and a husband who has always been able to
support the family by himself in middle-class comfort in subur-
ban New Jersey. Ann has been “lucky,” free to devote all her
time away from home to volunteering, and “it has been a satis-
fying kind of life.” Much of her work has been centered in her
church—both she and her husband have been active members
of the local Presbyterian church for years—and much has in-
volved teaching—in Sunday school and youth groups. She also
served as president of the board of directors of a home for teen-
age girls, worked as a “friendly hospital visitor” for many years,
and has been an active member of her local Christian women’s
club. Ann prefers working with women: “I mean, I like men and
I'm flirty and all that”; but she has better, “more balanced”
relationships with women. Now her primary volunteer activity
is leading Bible study groups of women in neighboring subur-
ban communities. She has four groups this year, including one
that meets in the evening for paid workers. None of her groups
have been self-initiated. Women who know of her work have
organized and asked her to lead them.

I have no experience with Bible study groups and imagine
them to be a series of Sunday school classes. But Ann describes
what I recognize as consciousness-raising or support groups,
framed in the language of faith. She prepares lesson plans based
on the Bible and inspirational literature to provide a context for
discussions of “whatever’s concerning them . . . their per-
sonal lives, their children, their families . . . their jobs, their
relationships, their ambitions . . . their guilts, anxieties, and,
then, the nation and the world. It starts out and it ripples.” She
tells me stories about the “girls” in her group. One who was too
shy to talk for three weeks has turned into a “jabberer.” One
who was “trying to grow” posted a list of “immature emotions”
on the refrigerator. “She has four kids at different stages and she
told her kids, now here is where I'm weak and here is where I'm
trying to grow . . . Well, that brought a certain camaraderie,
sometimes kids think parents don’t see themselves as they are
. . . there was a kind of respect and interest in the fact that she
was working on these things . . . and she was interested in
changing herself.”



THE VOLUNTEER HERSELF 57

Working as a group leader has been easy for Ann. Her special
“gift” is teaching. She has known this since she was a teen-ager.
When she stood up in her Bible group or in church to lead a
discussion, people responded—and told her she was a natural.
“It wasn’t only that I was comfortable doing it; they recognized
it. A gift, I feel, a real gift, is a two-way thing, doing it and people
recognizing it. That’s a gift.” But she doesn’t want to “brag”
about it. “It isn’t anything I do particularly. It’s a gift I'm given
and I'm responsible for using it and I enjoy using it . . . If I
could choose, I would just teach until I was old and could no
longer tie my shoes.”

She hopes her groups will continue that long, but “I never
know from year to year,” she says, because attendance is volun-
tary. “Those people don’t have to come. If you are teachingin a
paid situation, [and] they took your class, they have to come.”
But the women in her groups “have to want to come and keep
coming. They have to want to bring up other people. They have
to want to be there.”

But this is what makes her work so pleasurable. She wouldn’t
want people coming just because of the money, and she
wouldn’t want to be paid because then she would have to come
too, for the money. She wouldn’t feel free.

Volunteering has been uncomplicated for Ann, because of
her faith and because she has never felt a need to pursue a paid
career: it would be too “confining.” “If the Lord wants me to do
something, it’s okay;” but she would feel “fenced in” by a salary.
Although Ann travels as far as fifty miles for her groups and
attends them when she is distracted by problems of her own,
she says she is too undisciplined to hold a paying job and shud-
ders when she thinks of working nine to five.

Ann looks so traditional. She married at nineteen, had two
children in her early twenties, and has not worked for money
since she was a teen-ager. She has lived the proper life for a
middle-class, married church woman. Yet she sees herself as a
“rebel,” undisciplined, a little flighty, and always breaking
rules. By volunteering, she is only doing what she wants to do.
She has never wanted a paid career and never wanted to be a
housewife, and, she says, has always resisted doing what was
expected of her because she was a woman:
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“A long time ago, when I was growing up, I was very con-
vinced that men don’t have to do the same things and be good
at the same things. They can be good at all kinds of different
things and have all these options—jobs—according to what
their abilities are. And I didn’t see why women all have to be
housewives and take care of kids and cook and sew. I didn’t see
that women were any different than men and why would they
have to have a very prescribed role. Suppose they’re not good at
those things. SoI . . . was not going to be pushed into confor-
mity. I just didn’t buy that . . . You are who you are.”

Ann, for one, has always been a terrible housewife. “I mean, I
clean,” she assures me, laughing. (It is a reflex; we are both
surveying the room a little furtively, looking for dirt.) “But I
don’t cook . . . I was never any good at cooking and all that.”
She has always been “active on the outside,” even with “a house
and two kids.” Everyone helped out and her husband was “very
supportive.”

Ann admits she may have abdicated a responsibility to earn
money; volunteering feels a little self-indulgent to her. She was
raised by a single working mother and a single working grand-
mother.

“My mother was a career woman . . . Her mother was a
Swedish immigrant and her father had died when she was six
months old, so her mother had worked . . . My grandmother
married later when she was in her thirties (to a younger man);
her husband was only twenty-nine when he died and she lived
tobe 93 . . . She was a strong woman who had a hard life, very
hard, and made out.” Ann’s mother was also a “self-made kind
of person.” She worked until her thirties (as a private secretary).
“She got married at 34 . . . her husband lived only fourteen
years . . . so she went back to work . . . She worked at our
church for twenty-six years, running the office . . . and sheran
around and did a whole lot of things that were not required of
her because she wanted to . . . SoIwas with women who were
very self-sufficient, had to make it on their own ’cause they
didn’t have any husbands and they were workers and I'm not of
that same character . . . Everybody takes care of me and I try
to contribute what I can.

“I’'ve always felt that I had a very good world . . . I arrange
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my world. I'm faithful to it; when I say I'm going do it, 'm there
always. But I've made that commitment myself.”

It was sometimes a commitment made in spite of herself. Ann
never liked hospital work, especially friendly visiting; she wor-
ried about “imposing” herself on people. Serving as president of
the board of directors at the home for girls was a little scary
because she wasn’t sure she could handle fiscal matters. But
with the help of the Lord, and a hospital administrator who sat
with her on the board, she managed.

Volunteering has always been a kind of ministry for Ann, and
she has felt “guided” in it by God. She hasn’t chosen her work so
much as allowed it to choose her, by “keeping her eyes open”
and responding to whatever needs presented themselves. Some
of the work was a trial for her, but she is glad she did it. She has
learned from all her jobs, one thing has always led to another,
and now, for the past five years, she has been doing the work she
loves. “It’s good to do some things that are hard to do, along the
way, ‘cause you get so specialized that you don’t have any feel
for anything else . . . I would do these things like hospital
work because I felt there was a need, and I wanted to do them;
but it was hard—it wasn’t bad, it was just hard . . . and then I
had the opportunity (as board president) to speak to big groups,
maybe a thousand, maybe a couple of hundred, and you go do
that and you sit and eat the dinner and you give the talk and it’s
alright; I don’t mind it; it’s alright . . . But what I really like is
the living room, you know, talking back and forth together,
informally . . . If you ask me what I like, that’s what I like.”

There are a few regrets, and although Ann believes she has
volunteered because it was what she wanted for herself, not
because she is a woman, she wonders what her life would have
been like if she’d been born a man. She should have gone to
college; not going was partly her own fault and partly the fault
of her mother, who didn’t “press” her. Now Ann does not con-
sider herself a professional—not because she is unpaid, but be-
cause she has received no formal training for her work. She is
self-taught and has picked up things “here and there.” “If I had
been a man, maybe I just would have been a pastor.” But it
probably would not have worked, she adds. “I wouldn’t have
been any good, man or woman, as a pastor. Because I had a lot of
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growing up to do and I made mistakes.” (Yes, she knows that
pastors make mistakes.) But “I was not a compliant person, and I
think being free and able to do it the way I did it—[the way] I do
it . . . is the best thing.”

Ann is sure about the work with her Bible groups because “it
hasn’t anything to do with my ups and downs.” She had a cancer
scare last year and tells me as an aside how she managed to lead
a group while awaiting her test results, consumed with fears for
her health. God gave her strength to do it, and it helped her
“telling them about hope and faith.” No matter how upset she is
about something in her personal life, she can always focus on
her work. She knows it is the Lord in her. “I can be very upset
about something at home . . . and I'm going to a group and I
say, ‘Lord, I'm a mess and I don’t know how I'm going to do
anything here; would you please fill me up with yourself and
help me to gather the fragments of everything I know about
this and be helpful,” and He has never let me down.”

I think she is describing what I would call a creative process.
It is just that, to her, intuition, talent, and will are gifts from
God. A creative inspiration is divine. I want her to take credit
for her work. She gives it to God. To me it is only a semantic
difference. Not to her, and not, I imagine, to God.

Ann Geller describes a work experience that, if not di-
vine, transcends her sex, her class, and her generation. Still,
I know she could not have enjoyed this same uncompli-
cated life had she been poor—or middle-class and born
twenty years later, into my generation. What form would
this pure ideal of service have taken for her then?

LYNDA GELLER

Lynda Geller, Ann’s thirty-four-year-old daughter, has always
combined volunteering with paid work. She needs to earn
money, but it is important to her to serve and do the work she
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enjoys; so she has always earned just enough “to get by”—and is
living at her parents’ home in New Jersey when I interview her
mother because she cannot afford an apartment of her own. She
is comfortable there; it is only temporary, and living with her
parents doesn’t feel to her like failure. It is simply what happens
to you when you don’t earn very much money. Lynda has made
her career choices freely, does not regret them, and believes
she will work it out.

One year later she is living on her own again in New York and
working part-time as an administrator and program planner at
a home for girls sixteen to twenty-one years old. It is the same
home her mother served as board president over ten years ago.
Lynda has worked here since then, in a variety of paid and
unpaid positions. She recently resigned as vice-president of the
board to assume her present staff job. “It is a nice situation,” she
says. “I don’t make a lot of money, but it’s adequate . . . Ican
work my own hours and I can call my time my time, and that’s
nice.” Lynda still volunteers at her church in New Jersey, still
serving on the board of elders; she was the first woman ap-
pointed to the board in the history of the church. She also
performs, for free, with a liturgical dance group, and writes
short stories she is not yet ready to show the world.

Living a life of service is a little more precarious for Lynda
than it has been for her mother, primarily because, at thirty-
four, she is unmarried and self-supporting. She has an equally
strong religious commitment to serve and has always known she
would volunteer, but since graduating from college Lynda has
earned her own living—primarily in the field of social services.
It is interesting: her volunteering is based on faith, not feminin-
ity, she says, but her professional life has been shaped by her
sex:

“I had always planned to go into social work . . . it fits in
with my upbringing. It was something that women did . . . I
certainly never thought about being a doctor or lawyer or any
of those things because I didn’t come out of a background
where women did that. So the very choice of social work was
tied in with my view of myself as a woman. The service is
different.”

I am a little confused about the difference; her choice of social
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work obviously reflects a credo of service—if the paid work has
something to do with being a woman, why not the volunteer-
ing? I think she is telling me that in society only women are
supposed to be social workers; in her church, everyone is sup-
posed to serve. .

“Growing up in a church community . . . the backbone of
your belief is that you would serve . . . youre called to serve
and you’re accountable for your time and your energy . . . for
your life.”

Lynda embarked on her own path of service as a student at a
small evangelical college in New England. She began by visiting
a woman inmate in a nearby state prison. “It sounds kind of
innocuous,” she says now, but she was just nineteen at the time
and “felt like it was something I ought to do . . . I felt a little
calling to it, I suppose; it just struck me . . . It was hard to do
because she was not always receptive to my coming . . . but I
figured I was going to see it through . . . Later it paid off,
because when she was getting out she commented that she was
so surprised that I kept coming and that it had really meant a lot
to her.”

Lynda’s next volunteer job was in a crisis intervention pro-
gram for teen-agers, which sometimes entailed taking girls off
the streets into the apartment she shared with a classmate,
sometimes for periods of several months. She did this for the
same reason she volunteered at the state prison: “It was just
meeting a need that was right there in front of us.”

Volunteering in college led to her first “professional” job in
an art therapy program at a state mental hospital. It was hard
work which would never make a significant difference, but
Lynda believed it was worthwhile. She thought a lot about her
role in the institution because people always asked her about it.
What could she hope to accomplish? Was she depressed by her
work?

“People used to ask me that a lot . . . It never dawned on
me to get depressed. They would ask me, so I'd stop and think
about it and I'd say, “‘Well, no, because it’s going on anyway
whether I'm here or not, and not being here doesn’t do any-
thing at all. All it does is protect me from what’s going on. I
didn’t feel that by being there I had to save everybody’s life and
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make it all different. You were just trying to humanize the place
a little bit, bring a little dignity in whatever corner you could,
and it was a losing battle and you knew it, but that didn’t mean
it wasn’t worth doing.”

The money she made doing it had very little effect on the way
she felt about her work. It didn’t “validate” her; apart from its
practical importance, the paycheck was only a novelty: “No-
body had ever paid me to do this kind of thing before . . . Ijust
did it and there was the paycheck and that was nice.”

The paycheck had nothing to do with the “service piece of it”
or even with Lynda’s sense of herself as a “professional,” and
after three years at the hospital she decided not to pursue a paid
career in social work. She liked it, believed it was important,
and knew she would always serve; but she wanted to “develop
other parts of [her]self,” and went back to school in New York
for an academic graduate degree, instead of a master’s in social
work. She had always been interested in the arts and in writing,
and spent several years in New York studying, trying to write,
working part-time at a bookstore, and volunteering at her
church and at the home for girls. Lynda has remained in the
social work profession—working at the home as a staff person
and volunteer, because they needed her and asked her to stay
on—and because it is the only field in which she has professional
standing. Even as a social service volunteer, she feels like a
professional; unlike her mother, she needs to have a “profes-
sional identity.”

“When I was in school and I was running out of money and I
worked in a bookstore . . . I came back on the board . . . it
was very important for me to keep my hand in over here just for
my own sense of myself as a professional. ’Cause I was a student
and I was a bookstore clerk and it wasn’t satisfying. So I could
come over here and be vice-president of the board and sit in on
the meetings and be an executive and feel that I knew what I
was doing and that I was doing something valuable and impor-
tant and something that not everybody could do.”

Now she is paid for her work at the home, no longer has to
work at the bookstore, and carries on her other activities, danc-
ing, writing, and church work, for free. But it doesn’t matter to
Lynda which of her activities earns money: “I'd be doing these
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things no matter what . . . I know I need a certain amount of
money to live on . . . one of my activities has to bring me an
income; it’s important . . . Right now I'm getting money from

this particular program, but if I were getting money from my
writing, yes, I would still be here in this program . . . I'll al-
ways have social service in my life somewhere.”

It has nothing to do with being a woman, Lynda repeats: not
for her. In her commitment to service, she feels “like a mixture
of both [her] parents.” “I do a lot of what my mother did, but I
do things my mother didn’t do that my father did, like being on
the board of elders; that was never an option for women . . .
So when I come home from meetings, it’s my father and I who
talk about it. Because that’s the role he’s always played, and
she’s never been on any of the boards. So I feel very much like
I'm doing both things.”

Lynda is an optimist and a believer. (She is lucky; at thirty-
four she can say, “I have never questioned my faith.”) She
believes volunteering “is a good thing for men and women.”
And although she realizes that women have been “exploited”
by it in the past—even the church expected women to serve
more than men—she thinks the future will be different:

“What I see in my church with the women in my mother’s
generation . . . who never grew up having any political posi-
tions in the church, never serving on any boards . . . but they
taught the children . . . they taught the classes, they were al-
ways allowed to teach and they served all over the place and the
men went off and worked all day and they went to board meet-
ings in the evenings, and all day the women were working,
serving, volunteering in the church, bringing food . . . and
that was how the community was structured.”

Now, she says, there is finally a new group of women joining
the board of elders. Nobody was surprised when Lynda went
on, because she is a single working woman, “not the housewife
type.” But the woman who followed her onto the board was a
“classic housewife,” a young woman with small children. “It
was a really good step. Now all these women who have been
working for years in that church and never been on the board,
they’re coming on en masse. That’s a real change.”

It has changed, at least, for Lynda. But if she will never
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volunteer in quite the same way as her mother, she volunteers
for some of the same reasons: “I’'m only doing what I should be
doing, and I'm only doing what’s expected of me and we all
have to account for our lives.”

ALTHEA COWLEY

Althea Cowley invites me to her church on a Sunday after-
noon. She wants to show me around and introduce me to her
sisters. It is important for me to hear about their work, as well as
hers; they serve church and community together. It is a Pente-
costal church in Harlem, where, she reminds me, the needs of
the community are great. The church runs schools and shelters,
programs for drug addicts and support groups for single par-
ents. Althea has asked five or six women to join us and encour-
ages them to tell me about their missions. She will not let me
tape our conversations; she just wants me to see and hear for
myself and to understand that she is part of a family.

Althea is a devout, impassioned Christian; she has accepted
the Lord into her life and He has given her a clear and simple
ethos of volunteering. It is a “sharing” of His love and part of a
process of spiritual healing—*“You are being helped by helping
someone else.” She has been “blessed” by her “sharing™: “I
always got what I put my heart to because of my belief.” It has
given her the “strength that’s needed to achieve,” and she has
been achieving for thirty-five years now. (Althea is fifty-one and
proud of it, she says, because “I think I am so beautiful.”) She
built a satisfying career for herself at a major insurance com-
pany and raised a teen-age daughter alone—her husband “left”
twelve years ago, when her daughter was twelve. Thanking
God, she says, “I have always been able to make it.”

“Making it” began when she came to New York at seventeen
from her home in the Bahamas, “frightened to death.” “Nassau
is so small and secluded and here I am coming into the big city.”
She moved in with an aunt, got her high school equivalency
diploma, and found her first job in a factory. She felt “mis-
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placed” there and believed she “could have done better,” even
though “there was much prejudice in those days”—and few
white-collar jobs for young black women. The phone company
wouldn’t hire her because, they said, she had high blood pres-
sure. Schrafft’s wouldn’t give her a job as a candy wrapper
because she was “overqualified” and refused to accept her ap-
plication for a clerical position—"“the prejudice again. So, one
day I decided I would take off from . . . the factory . . . I
would walk every street that day to find me a job . . . a little
better than the factory job and a job with some security.” She
walked into the lobby of an insurance company, asked the
guard if they were hiring, and walked out with a clerical job.
She was one of six black clerks in the entire company; they
hired her, she says, because she was young and naive—she
didn’t even know how to smoke. “I believed they took me
because they saw my innocence . . . and I lied and talked my-
self into the job.” She has been there ever since, having “moved
up the ladder very fast” from clerical to managerial positions.
She likes her job; she is an administrator and, when she is not
volunteering, she likes to be running things.

Volunteering is different; she prefers service to administra-
tive work, although she has done both. Althea has prepared a
list for me of her volunteer activities. She supervises her
church’s hospital ministry, serves as president of its women’s
auxiliary, which runs support groups for the “oppressed, de-
pressed” women in the community, and is active generally in
the church’s mission work. She also answers calls on a crisis
hotline (a telephone ministry) and is a board member of a long-
term residence for girls. She likes organizing and coordinating
activities, but that is not why she volunteers: “. . . sitting on
the board . . . it’s just rules and regulations . . . It’snot like a
ministry.” Serving “one to one” is better. “I get better joy out of
it.”

Althea began her volunteer career with the most traditional
of service jobs—friendly visiting at an orphanage and a V.A.
hospital with a group of churchwomen she met at her job. She
doesn’t question the efficacy of this work; it was a “sharing” of
simple pleasures that brought joy to her and the people she
visited. The visits meant “so much,” she says, to the shut-ins at
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the hospital. “If no one had gone to visit them they wouldn’t be
able to walk on the grounds . . . People were so happy when
someone came. They were all looking to see—was someone
coming.” Althea doesn’t expect to “solve all the problems,” and
just “being there” for someone in an institution or serving food
to a homeless woman on a soup line is better than doing noth-
ing. “You were there . . . you smiled and said how are you
today . . . that was helping.” It was “touching” someone else’s
life, she says, and enhancing her own.

Service work, for Althea, is inextricably linked to her own
spiritual health. She stopped volunteering once, for a few years
after her marriage, in her late twenties, because she wanted to
devote all her spare time to her husband. “I was so busy trying
to be a good wife and I felt that every moment with my darling
husband was very important and that Sunday was our only time
together, and most of my volunteer work was done on Sunday.
But she missed the work, felt a “void” in her life, and went
through a physical and spiritual crisis shortly after the birth of
her daughter:

“I was ill. I was paralyzed for a couple of months. I had a kind
of illness, I don’t know what it was. It had paralyzed my whole
side . . . I woke up one morning and I had a pain . . . and
after the pain went away I found that I had no life in the arm
and after that there was no life from [the shoulder] down . .
for ten months exactly . . . They didn’t know what it was. I
went through a series of treatments at the hospital . . . electri-
cal treatments . . . totry to restore life to the arm and the side,
and nothing happened. And then it was during that period that
I accepted the Lord as my personal savior, and I experienced a
spiritual healing . . . And healed physically.

“That’s kind of deep,” she says, looking me over, “so we’ll skip
over that.”

Not so fast, we won’t. How did she come to accept the Lord?
How did she find her faith?

“I seeked it through prayer and meditation . . . It’s only
through prayer and meditation that you can arrive at that . . .
that you believe that something’s going to happen when all
others are saying it’s not. The prayer came first and after the
prayer came the belief and from the belief it went into a trust
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. . . you begin to trust in God and then there was faith and
hope.”

Did she have it before, this saving faith of hers?P

“That’s a good question . . . Ibelieve I had it but I never had
to exercise it . . . Perhaps it was there but I never had to put
such a thrust into the faith. When you’re in good health and
everything is going nice, good health and a job, everything is
going for you. But when you find yourself with no job, para-
lyzed, no friends, then that’s the time you really have to trust.
When sometimes you say what am I trusting in or trusting for,
you still have to trust and there’s still that faith that has to be
there . . . you keep building on it and you reach that peak
where you rest.”

She supposes she always had a “reserve” of faith. The doctors
had wanted to operate on her, but she refused to let them,
against the advice of friends and family: “I stood alone not to
take that surgery; there was something in me . . . I might add
that I don’t think I have ever been motivated to exercise such
faith again . . . I believe if I would, something else would hap-
pen, but I never did . . . So maybe I'm off balance, I don’t
know.”

Althea has been “resting” since then in her faith and exercis-
ing it through volunteering. She would not want to be paid for
her service—"“It wouldn’t be the same.” She doesn’t care if men
don’t volunteer as much as women—"“They’d rather watch the
baseball game, it doesn’t bother me at all.” And she has always
ignored what feminists have said about women and volunteer
work. “It had no bearing at all . . . I never gave it a second
thought . . . I know why I'm doing this, and it doesn’t matter
what people say.”

Volunteering has not been a source of conflict for Ann or
Lynda Geller or Althea Cowley—because of their faith and
because of their circumstances and the ways in which they have
integrated service into their lives. Full-time volunteering was
easy for Ann Geller; it was the accepted pattern of her class and
generation, and she has never been troubled by her economic
dependence on her husband. She can smile when she says,
“Everybody takes care of me.” Lynda Geller and Althea Cow-
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ley take care of themselves. Volunteering is a “piece” of their
lives, along with paid work. It is not a symbol of dependence or
incompetence. They have to earn their own livings, and they
do.

Their paths of service have always been clear. They do what
they can to ease whatever problems come before them, without
agonizing over the political correctness or long-term effect of
their actions: Sometimes it is enough just to “be there,” doing
your best. You can’t save the world and don’t have to try. You
have only to do what you can, day by day. You are accountable
for every day and every act is sanctified.

MARGARET PORTER

Margaret Porter believes she has been called to serve and has
always been free to do so. She was born rich and, at thirty-four,
enjoys an independent income of about twenty-five thousand
dollars a year from the family trust. Because of her aristocratic
background and what she calls a “social conscience,” and be-
cause she is a feminist, volunteering is a problem for Margaret:
it is a family tradition—her grandmother did it, her mother did
it—and a family curse. Service work makes Margaret uncom-
fortable; it feels like charity and, she says, “somewhere along
the line” charity supports the arbitrary divisions of wealth that
she would like to help eradicate. It feels dilettantish and re-
minds her of the devaluation of women’s work as well as the
failure of upper-class women to demand their rights, assume
full responsibility for themselves, and acknowledge the unsa-
vory ways in which their husbands earn their money. Margaret
wants to share her wealth, her “resources and skills,” but, she
adds, only in a way that will help change the system from which
she has benefited so unfairly. It is hard for her to serve “one to
one,” day by day, to take her work as it comes; she worries about
the ultimate consequences of every action: how is her energy
being used? Whom or what is it finally serving?

I have been friends with Margaret for about ten years, but it
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was only recently that I began thinking about her as a volun-
teer. It is not the way she presents herself or the way others see
her. She is a talented photographer who, at her own expense, is
putting together a book of portraits of lesbian women she has
photographed in her travels. Margaret is a lesbian and hopes
that her book will somehow serve her community. She is an
activist in the peace movement and has compiled a cross-coun-
try arrest record, marching against nuclear power and defense
spending. And, she is a gypsy, an adventurer, who has lived with
the Berbers in North Africa, studied with Grotowski in the
Polish woods, and takes off on a solitary pilgrimage to some
wilderness, somewhere, once or twice a year. Lately she has
been going off on periodic retreats to an ashram. She studies
Yoga and hopes it will illuminate her path. Margaret is always on
some quest or other, trying to figure out how to serve.

She has known something was wrong with the world, she
says, since she was seven years old and first became aware that
not everyone in it was rich:

“When I was seven years old, my parents got divorced and
my mother took us to Nassau. We lived in a big house on the hill.
Our neighbors were poor whites; they were my best friends.
They lived in this little shack down the road . . . the schism
was just so evident there. You go there, you can’t help but see it.
Living in Connecticut, you don’t see much of the poor . . .
there was not much of it around to see. So when we moved to
Nassau I became aware that there was this houseful of people
down the road from us and when they had Christmas, they got
ball-point pens, and basically nothing . . . And everyone lived
in two, maybe three rooms . . . We had this big house, filled
with rooms, and they had this little teeny place and I knew it
was wrong.” '

After a year in Nassau, she went to live with an aunt in
Mississippi. “She owned a string of movie theaters, and they all
had ‘colored’ entrances and ‘colored’ water fountains. And the
first time I saw this entrance and was able to read it, ’cause I had
learned to read . . . I stood outside it . . . and the feelings
that I had standing outside of it—I just knew that it was wrong. I
knew my family was wrong. I knew there was something evil in
it . . . And I didn’t trust my family from that day on, from the
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time I was eight years old and went to the movie theater and
read the sign.”

When she was twelve and thirteen and back in Connecticut,
service work looked like the answer. She volunteered at a low-
income housing project in Stamford, “taking care of children.”
“We’d be with them, we’d play with them . . . Ifelt thiswasa
good thing to do. I grew up with the notion that people must do
service. People of means supported people who had less; the
rich gave to the poor.”

She is cynical about that tradition now. “You tithe a certain
percentage of your income so that you’ll go to heaven . . .
Somehow there was a magical quality in it . . . If you did it,
you would be taken care of and you would go to heaven—and
you would earn more money. You know, it’s an old biblical
concept, really. You give 10 percent away to the less fortunate
. . . the law of the tenfold return and you get 100 percent
back.”

Disillusionment set in early, she says, at fiftteen, when she was
living in New York and volunteering at a Headstart program on
the Lower East Side. “I would go down to the center every
morning to try to be with little children. Every day I would
experience these children all day long—maybe a little headway,
maybe a little closeness . . . But it gave me a very queasy
feeling . . . I remember feeling very strongly that it was use-
less.” It was a disappointing experience; she had hoped to be
rewarded “at least metaphysically” for her work. “I had an
expectation that . . . atleast I would feel good about doing it.
And I didn’t. I felt shitty about doing it.”

Today, she thinks she knows why. “It was wrong that these
children had to suffer in this way . . . it was the system that
gave us the discrepancies and the discrimination that made
Headstart necessary.” Working for Headstart was only another
form of tithing.

Margaret’s next job was in a laundry. She had decided it was
important to earn money and be paid for her work. It had to do,
she says, with self-respect. There had been something else
wrong with her Headstart job: the salaried teachers didn’t re-
spect her. It might have been “the age thing”: but she began to
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feel that “a volunteer was just someone to do the dirty work.”
At least in the laundry she would be paid for it.

Since then she has worked at a variety of odd jobs, as a cock-
tail waitress while she was in college, and, later, as a receptionist
in a squash club, a substitute teacher, a photographer’s assistant,
and an actress and dancer with an experimental theater group
in New York. Working for money, earning her keep, was impor-
tant to her: “There’s something self-respecting about being
paid to do your work. You know, ‘Here, go buy your food, main-
tain your apartment.” ” Working for money made Margaret like
everybody else. “It was easier to be with people and be able to
say, ‘I have this job, this is what I do.””

She stayed away from volunteering for over ten years. Most of
her work time in college and the few years after she graduated
was spent earning money at odd jobs. It wasn’t until she was in
her late twenties, after redefining herself as a lesbian feminist,
that Margaret began, once more, to want to volunteer. It was
different then; she was part of a larger community of women
who needed each other. “It was a whole different ball game
going in to help women.” It didn’t feel like “noblesse oblige™ to
serve what she identified as her own community. She volun-
teered to teach photography classes in a women’s prison.

This led to her first paid job in social service, in an expanded,
publicly funded arts program in mental hospitals, nursing
homes, and prisons. It was “nice being paid,” and this was the
“best job” she has ever had—*the most dignified and humane.”
But she still doubts the value of the work: “I came away feeling
that it was useless . . . I felt that I reached some people . . .
helped them to know they were more than the sum total of
their physical predicament.” But there were still too many
“contradictions” bound up in working within an institution.

“The institutions were so horrifying and horrible . . . They
were wrong; they were ugly; they were inhuman, deranged—
the prisons, the nursing homes, the mental hospitals . . . the

institutions themselves need to be changed, not supported.”
What confuses her is that “at the same time, there’s people
there . . . trapped in those institutions . . . The butt end, the
by-products of the system—they’re people, they’re human be-
ings.” She would like now to believe there is “room for every-
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thing,” service and social change work. You just have to be
careful, she adds, not to be “manipulated by the powers that
be.” You can’t go in “thinking the system’s hunky-dory and
here’s your little niche in it.” Margaret is still trying to serve
within institutions today. She is learning to do hospice work and
goes into hospitals to talk with people who are dying. She is,
after all, a friendly visitor.

Margaret hasn’t held a paying job since she came into her
inheritance on her thirtieth birthday, four years ago. She tells
herself now that she is “just doing exchange on a larger level.”
“I’'m exchanging, for free, goods and services that come to me
every month. It might not come directly, but I'm getting paid
for my work.” It looks to me like she is earning her inheritance.
She says it is a matter of giving it back; the money is not really
hers, and she is bound to return it, either in the form of services
or by paying other people for their work. She gives away about
one quarter of her yearly income, “primarily to women artists
who are also doing political work,” and toys with the idea of
simply giving it all away. She is not sure if she should hold on to
her inheritance and direct its use or renounce it completely.
“Sometimes I feel if I let go of the money, my path of service
will be clearer.” Sometimes, she thinks her path is to take re-
sponsibility for her wealth and make sure that it “serves.” Per-
haps she should use it to buy land and set up a land trust for a
community of women.

Margaret knows she is set apart by her money; in some ways,
she enjoys her status and likes being in control. But it is also a
barrier between her and other women that she has to struggle
to overcome. Much of her political work is done with working-
class women and, sometimes, she says, “they hate me . . .
They have so much anger for their deprivation, for what they
had to see their parents do, and it’s very hard . . . They've
spent their whole life hating the rich. And now the rich is in
their circle, giving them money. It creates a tremendous
amount of conflict, within me and within them . . . Some of
my friends wear buttons that say, ‘Eat the Rich’ . . . They hate
therich . . . I'm one of them. What do they do when they hate
the rich and I'm there?”

The majority of Margaret’s close friends and almost all of her
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lovers have been “privileged women.” “I'm going to get called
on this,” she admits. “I call myselfon it . . . but, on some level,
they’re the only women I can trust . . . They’re the women I
can feel okay about going out to dinner with. I don’t have to feel
guilty. They’ve got it too.”

For all her guilt about being rich, Margaret is at home with
her money and relishes the freedom it gives her. It might have
been “nice” being paid a regular salary; working at a job, like
everyone else, relaxed her. But she is glad she doesn’t have to do
it. She has never looked for “fulfillment” in the marketplace
and has few illusions about the joys of paid work:

“Volunteerism made me feel a little sleazy, but it ain’t noth-
ing compared to working for money . . . I get this feeling in-
side, like being tired and exploited.” She can smile when she
talks about it. The feeling didn’t depress her while she was
working and it doesn’t depress her to remember it now. Mar-
garet always felt free to quit a particularly unpleasant job. What
she doesn’t like about paid work she has always been able to
laugh off:

“Want to hear about my first job? I sent away for seventeen
tubes of Cloverine brand salve from the back of a comic book, so
I could get a pony. I was about nine. It was the most humiliating
experience . . . I think it conditioned my whole working life.
Because I would go around the neighborhood with these ridicu-
lous tubes of salve, for what? And people just really weren’t
interested. And the company came after me . . . It turned out
that you had to sell like ten thousand tubes of the thing. So after
I finished selling them to all the people in the neighborhood
who took pity on me there was no one else to sell them to. So I
was stuck with these boxes of Cloverine salve and the company
out to get me . . . They didn’t want those tubes back, they
wanted the money . . . I think I learned very early that I did
not like working for people.

“Now,” she says, “I’'m just a bum, a ne’er-do-well . . . When
I started getting this inheritance money I thought, well, what
am I going to do—go out and make money? I don’t need money.
Why should I go out and take a job away from someone who
really needs it . . . I decided that I would do what I wanted to
do, and that was to create a photographic documentation of
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lesbians and I knew that no one was going to pay me to do that
. . . This is part of my life’s work and I have to do it whether
anybody’s gonna pay me for it or not . . . I'had the resources, I
had the skills, no one was gonna pay me to do it, and I had the
time.”

Margaret isn’t even sure she wants to be paid for her photog-
raphy. It feels terrible to her when people look at it and say,
“What’s its worth? What'’s its salability?” . . . “It feels like pros-
titution.” It is a feeling in which she can afford to indulge—
Margaret doesn’t need to make money from her photographs;
and she admits it is a feeling that may only reflect her own
misgivings about their value. She is confused about her photog-
raphy; she isn’t sure what it’s worth and how it serves:

“I feel different things about it at different times. I'm in love
with it. It’s like a relationship. It’s like a lover. Sometimes it’s
good and sometimes it’s bad. Sometimes it’s totally sublime and
sometimes I hate it and want to throw it out the window. And I
feel like it’s self-indulgent and who am I to be making these
precious little prints one after another, and who am I not to be
working in the factory with everybody else . . . whoam Itobe
privileged enough to do this work?

“If I really felt that my work served, then I would probably
feel okay about doing it. But it doesn’t really serve because I
don’t get it out . . . I don’t take it around . . . I don’t do it
because it’s a drag . . . because it always comes back mangled
. . . I send them out in cardboard and I wrap them up nicely
and they always come back either dirty or bent up and I don’t
feel like people take care of them well enough . . . And that’s
part of it . . . So many times I've had my work either lost or
mangled in the process of going out and coming back, whether
they use it or not. When they use it, it’s destroyed . . . And I
don’t feel like there’s a lot of respect for it. Putting something
out in the world where there’s not a lot of respect for it anyway,
so it gets mushed up and I get angry at people who don’t see it as
something of value, but then I don’t see it as valuable either. It’s
weird—this conversation is making me very very uncomfort-
able.”

In order for her photographs to serve, she has to put them out
in the world and demand payment for them so that they’ll be
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recognized aud valued; it is hard for her to do this because she
isn’t sure she values them herself. Just like the stereotypical
volunteer, Margaret isn’t sure she deserves to be paid for her
work. She agrees she has backed herself into a corner—but
doesn’t stay there long. Sometimes, she adds, it seems that her
relationship to photography is “just right . . . just the way it is
now.” Because the time she doesn’t spend “getting it out” she
spends on Yoga, meditation, hospital service, and peace work.

Peace work is easier for Margaret than any other kind of
volunteering. It has none of the contradictions that go with
working within an institution and it doesn’t involve her in the
questions of self-worth that go along with her photography. She
likes to talk about her work in the peace movement.

“Probably the strongest act of service I ever did for a sus-
tained time . . . was walk on the Peace Walk.” This was a
seven-hundred-mile walk that began in Montreal and ended in
New York, in the nuclear freeze rally in Central Park in June
1982. “It was originated,” Margaret tells me, “by an order of
Buddhist monks from Japan whose total path is to walk for
peace. That’s all they ever do, walk for peace, and beat the
prayer drum and chant—to bring peace to the land . .". We
met with people all the way from Montreal to New York City, in
small towns through New England, to raise consciousness about
the special [U.N.] session on disarmament, the nuclear freeze
and the effects of atomic war. We showed slides and talked
about our experience and every night we had a potluck supper
with a different community of people . . . I consider that to be
work of service.”

Service has become easier for Margaret lately because, she
says, she is gaining a new “spiritual take” on it. She believes she
is “on the planet to serve” and hopes she will one day be able to
respond simply and directly to “whatever or whoever comes
into [her] life,” without worrying about all the possible reper-
cussions of her actions. She should not have to seek out opportu-
nities to serve; they will find her. It surprises me to hear Mar-
garet echoing Ann Geller, who told me she found her work by
simply keeping “her eyes open” to it: “I believed I would be
guided,” Ann recalled, “and when somebody said, why don’t
you come over and do this, I would say no if I had a really strong
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feeling to say no, but I would pretty well take that as a sign that
that was . . . an open door, so I had to do it [and] I would.”

Margaret is beginning to believe that she too will be guided
down the path of service, so long as she remains receptive and
committed to serve. She suspects this is the truth about service
—and has been trying to accept it for about two years, since it
was first revealed to her during a walk in a Polish forest.

“I had an experience in Poland when I was there that
changed my whole attitude about service . . . I was walking in
the forest with a Native American who was there. And we took
this five-hour walk in the forest and we walked like snails. We
walked very, very slowly. And at one point he took me and he
put me up against a tree and he put my head against the tree
very gently and he put my arms around the tree. And the tree
started speaking to me.”

I give up: “What did it say?”

“It said—‘You don’t have to worry about your path of service;
it’s not something for you to decide on.’ ’Cause at the time I was
going through this whole spiritual trip and I knew my life was of
service. But how was I gonna serve? You know, I had to choose. I
had to decide, what am I gonna do? How am I gonna do it?
Meanwhile, I'd run off to Poland.

“And the tree said, “You don’t need to decide on your path of
service. Just be like me. Become more like me. Cultivate tree-
ness. Here I am: if someone needs shade, I'm here. If someone
needs to build a house, here I am. If someone needs to build a
fire, here I am.’

“So basically that let me off the hook in a big way . . . it
really did; it let me off the hook in a very big way. And that’s the
way I've been ever since. I've been trying to cultivate tree-
ness.”

It is, she admits, laughing along, a great relief.
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The Tradition

THE SURVIVORS:
FAMILY LIFE
AND A LIFE CAREER AS A VOLUNTEER

“It’s so easy to look back and form judgments, but we
all work within our structure . . . Very few people
move beyond. Most of us are what we were brought up
to be, one way or another.”

Dorothy Harnack, volunteer

It is difficult for many women of my generation to separate
the ideal of volunteering from the tradition—and to volunteer
without feeling co-opted or consumed by traditional roles that
have only recently begun to give way. It must have been nearly
impossible some thirty years ago, in the late 1940s and through-
out the 1950s, when patterns for women were written in stone.
They would be full-time wives and mothers, and, if they insisted
on working outside the home, they might be volunteers. Our
stereotype of a volunteer—a housewife who dabbles in commu-
nity work—is a legacy of the fifties. It is reflected in Mary Mc-
Carthy’s wry description of the typical Vassar girls of 1951 who
“look forward to ‘working within their community’ for social
betterment while being married and having babies.”*

It is, indeed, easy now to look back and judge these women
and to revel in our own liberation. But I suspect that the “typi-

* “The Vassar Girl,” in Mary McCarthy, On the Contrary: Articles of Belief,
1946-1951, New York, 1962, p. 214.
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cal girls” of my college class of 1971 who now enjoy paid profes-
sional careers would also have settled for babies and community
work twenty years earlier. I don’t think we were all braver—
just luckier than our mothers—lucky enough to be raised dur-
ing a decade of change and new choices for women.

In the 1950s, volunteering was the only respectable choice
both for college girls and for women who had been welcomed
into the paid work force a few years earlier, during the second
World War, only to be shunted back into the home when the
country returned to normalcy. Domesticity became a pervasive
and dictatorial middle-class ideal, held in place by social pres-
sures and economic inequities that denied women the career
opportunities available to men. If they had the desire to break
away and extricate themselves from the domestic order, they
were denied the capacity. The thinking woman of the 1950s
was much less likely to rebel against the conventions of her time
than women are today. Instead, she did what she was supposed
to do and worked within the confines of her culture.

Most of the women interviewed in this section on tradition
were either college girls or young mothers in the late forties and
early fifties. They made me understand the importance of vol-
unteering at a time when paid work was not a respectable or
even available option for middle-class women. Talking to them
gave me a new perspective on the volunteer tradition, an ap-
preciation of its usefulness to women who had so many fewer
choices than I did. It does not seem to me that they were only
exploited or oppressed or made powerless by that tradition. I
see them as survivors, who used it and adapted, and somehow
saved themselves by volunteering.

DOROTHY HARNACK

Talking about herself for two straight hours is a slightly illicit
treat for Dorothy Harnack. She was brought up with the notion
that “You don’t tell people about yourself.” It feels like “brag-
ging”; it isn’t polite or ladylike. I assure her that most of the
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people I know talk about themselves incessantly and, besides, I
am here to listen. So, she lets herself go. “This is something I
think everybody would love, chatting about what you’ve been
doing. Who else would sit and listen to you for hours?”

Dorothy is fifty-five, with three grown children. She has had
virtually no paid work experience; her husband has always sup-
ported the family in style; it never occurred to her to work for
money, and she has been volunteering since the children were
in grade school. She has worked with the PTA, served as presi-
dent of her community arts league, and, for the past two years,
has been organizing a nuclear freeze campaign in her town in
suburban Connecticut. Dorothy feels she is “typical of a lot of
people” and, like a lot of us, a product of her time.

Like many women, she began her volunteer career with the
PTA. She didn’t think of it as volunteering: “It was just part of
being a parent.” Dorothy wasn’t looking for work; she had mar-
ried young, without finishing college, and the responsibilities of
marriage and motherhood were overwhelming at first: “I don’t
think I was prepared even to be married or to be a mother.
Suddenly I had three children and didn’t know how to wash or
cook or do any of those things everyone should know before
they’re married.”

Raising children became her primary activity and was always
her first priority; there was not much time or energy left for
anything else. “I felt it was important to be with children when
they were little. Many times you’re there and nothing is even
happening, but you’re there . . . And you may never know
when you’re there at an important time or not.” She is not
dogmatic about this now: “Who knows, maybe my children
would have been better off if I weren’t there all the time, you
make mistakes as a parent.” But she doubts it is possible to raise
children and enjoy a career—not a job, she says, but a career. It
is not just that children need “nurturing”; so does a career.
“Everything has to be involved in it. It has to be your driving
force. A career is almost like a growing, living thing. It needs all
kinds of attention and care.”

Dorothy went to drama school and trained for a career in the
theater before she married. She decided not to pursue it be-
cause it would have taken over her life. “It was almost as if
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theater was a religion and you almost had to give your entire life
to it. To be good at it would have meant total concentration and
devotion. And I guess I thought if I was going to be in the
theater business, I was going to be on Broadway or something
.. . I couldn’t be not very good and just kind of do amateur
things.” ’

She could, however, write and perform skits for the PTA:
“That was different. That was fun.” Dorothy gives me a copy of
a play she wrote when her kids were young; it will tell me
something about “what she was feeling” at the time. It is a
1950s domestic comedy about a harassed, slightly depressed
housewife. She has no real work to do, only trivial household
tasks, and she is too incompetent to perform them properly. She
is “I Love Lucy” on a bad day. The climax of the play is a dream
sequence in which the wife is a lawyer in her own defense,
pleading her case before her husband, the judge. She wakes up
to a happy ending; the family loves and appreciates her; she has
only to stop feeling sorry for herself.

The early years of child-rearing were difficult. Dorothy en-
joyed her children: “I found them interesting . . . it’s exciting
watching your child grow and change.” But at the same time
she went through a vague, inarticulate sort of depression: “I
slept all the time. I escaped by taking naps and things . . . I
wasn’t good at what I was doing. Maybe it would have been
better if I had an outside job.” She still doesn’t quite know what
the trouble was; she has a hard time understanding it now
because she didn’t understand or even acknowledge it then:
“My generation didn’t look in. I talk to people twenty or thirty
years younger and they’re always talking about what’s going on
inside them. I don’t think we did that, or I didn’t. I just don’t
think I was aware. I think I was just living through the time . . .
I reacted to things, but I don’t think I was aware in a way.”

She’s not sure how or why the depression eventually eased,
but as her children grew, Dorothy entered a livelier phase,
volunteering for the arts league in her community. She began
by taking courses and “ended up” as league president, in charge
of administration, public relations, fund-raising—everything.
“It was fun,” until the league decided to build a new art gallery:

“I became very worried. I thought, my Lord, how can . . .



82 WOMEN VOLUNTEERING

this little organization build this big building . . . We’ll be in
debt for years. I thought, if I do this while I'm the president, I
just can’t walk away at the end of my term. I'll be baking
oatmeal cookies to pay off the mortgage . . . I gotsoIcouldn’t
sleep; I was a nervous wreck about that.”

Fortunately the league found an old building and renovated
it for a modest sum. Dorothy began sleeping again and became
director of the new gallery. It was “exciting” and practically a
full-time job. “I never clocked it, but I have a hunch I almost put
in a full week.” She supervised a staff of volunteers, arranged
shows, handled promotional work and fund-raising.

What was it like for her to supervise people, I wonder. Did
she feel like a boss? Did she like it?

She answers at first by telling me about the wonderful people
who worked at the gallery and made the job so enjoyable for
her. Being a “boss” wasn’t the point, and she is not comfortable
thinking of herself as one.

“My kids kidded me and said I got to be real bossy, and once
in a while I'd say, ‘My gallery,” and [my husband] would say,
‘Dorothy, it’s not your gallery.”” And, she agrees, it wasn’t.
“You’re working on something together and that’s, as far as I'm
concerned, the main [thing] about volunteer work. It’s not your
gallery. Everybody’s working together on it.”

She also takes care to remind me that she was not selected as
director of the gallery because of any special capabilities:
“You’re not there because they had to push away thousands of
people eager to get the job. Many times no one else will do it

. it’s not because you’re this fantastic, wonderful person. It’s
because very few people can give that time.”

She did, however, enjoy the responsibilities of her job, and
she grew in it. “You make decisions that you weren’t used to
[making] before and you’re making decisions that are more or
less important involving big amounts of money.” For her, vol-
unteering was the next best thing to a paid professional career;
it was better than a nine-to-five job. “Volunteer work can be
very exciting, and you have freedom that you don’t have if
you’re a secretary and you go in from nine to five. And you can
do things; you can try things . . . That’s the fun of being an
amateur. You go sailing off on things . . . Now I think I work as
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hard and have as much knowledge in a lot of areas as people
who are getting paid.”

Sometimes Dorothy thinks that younger women are rejecting
volunteering with the same kind of knee jerk that character-
ized her generation’s rejection of paid work. But this is easy for
her to say, she adds. “I haven’t suffered. My husband hasn’t
walked away and left me destitute and not . . . able to get a
job at fifty-five.” On the whole, she thinks feminism is a “good
thing.”

She thinks, in fact, that it may even play a role in the survival
of the race, “if we survive.” Dorothy has been deeply involved
in the nuclear freeze movement, organizing her town and lob-
bying state and congressional representatives on the issue of
disarmament. She hopes the feminist movement will bring
women into the political structure and give them a voice in
public policy; she hopes that “women will make a difference in
the decision-making about peace.”

Perhaps—she isn’t sure about this: “Look at Margaret
Thatcher, a great warrior.” Dorothy wonders what women will
be like when they begin to enjoy the opportunities and the
power that has always belonged exclusively to men. But “there
is a predominance of women in the peace movement,” at least
at the grass-roots level, and like social feminists of the last cen-
tury, who believed that women were naturally more “virtuous™
than men, Dorothy would like to believe they are naturally less
“aggressive,” more peace-loving, and more concerned about
the future of their children.

She remembers thinking about disarmament for the first time
in 1945: “I knew one thing for certain. I was never going to get
married and have children if there was an atom bomb in this
world.” But she “put it out of [her] mind for about thirty years
.. . I guess it took a Reagan or a Weinberger to shock us
awake.” For Dorothy, it also took her four-year-old granddaugh-
ter:

“When my granddaughter was getting ready to go to kinder-
garten . . . you think of all the things your own children did—
getting them dressed up for Halloween, and the different pa-
rades you go to, the PTA, Valentine’s Day. All those things that
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are just part of growing up and you suddenly think—they may
never do that, that might not happen.”

The only way she envisioned the arms race being stopped,
she says, was by the emergence of an “overwhelming move-
ment” against it that “everybody is involved in. So another
friend and I decided we would meet once a week on Monday
morning, and we started, just the two of us. We used to meet in
my office and gradually more people joined us . . . One morn-
ing, no one could come, [and] I decided, well, I'd meet by
myself.”

Their primary activity at first was educating themselves
about the arms race, defense capabilities, and weapons systems.
Then they started writing letters to congressional representa-
tives, state and local officials, and newspapers. They were writ-
ten up in the local paper, attracted more members, and formed
connections with similar groups in neighboring towns. Now
there is a core group of fifty to sixty people who meet once a
week at Dorothy’s house. “I guess since it meets at my house
and I started it, I'm sort of the chairman,” she admits.

She doesn’t think of this work as volunteering: “I just think of
it as something I have to do . . . and that everybody else has
to.” Her one regret about it is that it is making her an “absentee
grandmother.” She is always busy, working with her group,
writing letters to every member of Congress and “op-ed”
pieces for newspapers in her town in Connecticut and her
home state of Colorado. She can’t estimate the time she spends
on her work but feels it is never enough and worries about
taking off on a two-week vacation she and her husband have
planned: “You almost get so that you don’t want to go on vaca-
tion because you’re gonna be losing that time.” This is the most
impassioned and consuming work Dorothy has ever done, and,
even though it can be “very depressing,” there is also some-
thing invigorating about “being together with each other,
working on something . . . Of course, this is entirely different
than working on any other project . . . Most of us feel like
we're working for our own survival.”
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SHIRLEY KRAMER

Shirley Kramer is used to being in charge. “What can I do for
you,” she asks, when we have finished exchanging hellos. She
has been a professional, sometimes executive, volunteer for
about thirty years, in the world of private, nonprofit service
agencies, voluntary associations, and politics. She has sat on
various community boards, including the library board and the
Board of Education, and once ran, unsuccessfully, for the Con-
necticut state legislature. She served as president of her local
chapter of the National Council of Jewish Women, chaired a
statewide Council study on the juvenile court system, and now
serves as a board member and staff volunteer for a nonprofit
child welfare and justice coalition. Shirley has made a name for
herself as a volunteer and has the manner of a professional
career woman. She doesn’t need to be coaxed into talking. I am
here for an interview and she is ready for me—almost:

“Last week I was about to call and tell you, ‘don’t come’ . . .
I hit a low point. I was feeling unloved, unrespected. I'm sure
people who have jobs do the same things. I'm sure people in
marriages do the same thing. It was just one of those low points
. . . It doesn’t happen often, but periodically there’s ‘What the
hell am I doing this for?’ ”

What triggered the low point this time was that the executive
director of the juvenile justice coalition for which she volun-
teers moved in on one of her projects while she was on vacation.
It was “probably appropriate,” she admits; he is, after all, the
executive director, and he probably would have done the same
thing to a paid staff person. But a volunteer is on especially
shaky ground when it comes to the territorial imperative in an
office. She has no scope of employment, which makes it easy for
her to do what she wants and hard to stake out a claim to her
work. Shirley’s relationship with her executive director is par-
ticularly “delicate” because, although she functions as an un-
paid staffer, she is also a member of the board of directors. He is,
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in a sense, accountable to her for carrying out policies set by the
board, but she is not supposed to interfere with the way he runs
the office. “As a board member you don’t do, the professionals
do; you make policy, you don’t run the show . . . I'm in the
very anomalous position of not having a title, doing a lot of staff
work and yet being on the board.” It’s just that board work is
not enough for her, because “to me the satisfaction and the
interest is in doing things, not just in shaping policy.”

Shirley has a talent for generating ideas, but sometimes, at
her low points, it is frustrating to watch other people run with
them. She doesn’t mind so much not being paid for her work,
but she wants to maintain control of it and to get the credit for it
that’s due. Sometimes she feels “picked over.” It is one of the
trade-offs for the freedom and independence of volunteering,
and most of the time it is enough to know that her ideas are of
use. “If I'm feeling positive about myself, I can say with honesty
that I've effected a lot of change. I've affected a lot of people’s
ideas and activities as well . . . That, and a whole lot of coffee,
is basically my pay.”

Shirley hasn’t worked for money since the first of her four
children was born, over thirty years ago. She married in 1943,
soon after graduating from college, settled down in her hus-
band’s home town in Connecticut, and for two or three years
worked in a local department store. “It was a job, not a career.”
She was in personnel, “doing training, teaching, writing the
store newspaper, which was fine for several years.” She quit to
have children, “without thinking about it too much, that was
probably more the pattern in those days.” Her husband had a
successful legal practice, she didn’t need to earn money—
“There was no financial need and, I guess, no ego need”—and
she wanted to be there for her children.

But she also wanted to have work to do outside the home. “I
don’t play cards. I don’t feel that comfortable in social groups of
women . . . I like to have something to do.” When her chil-
dren were “very young,” she started volunteering for the
League of Women Voters, “which was my education in the
community and in politics,” and in the National Council of
Jewish Women, because “they had a very active community
service program.” She was also “laboring in the vineyards” for



THE VOLUNTEER HERSELF 87

her party, establishing herself politically. Volunteering has
worked for Shirley; she had four children in about a ten-year
period, became a recognized and respected executive organiza-
tional volunteer and community leader, and still managed to be
home at three o’clock “ninety-nine days out of a hundred”
while her kids were in elementary school.

Much of her volunteer work has focused on children; she has
been an advocate for them, in education and in the criminal
justice system. Her path into public life was a traditional and
highly respectable one for a woman—but even it has gotten her
into trouble at times. Her political career ended in the late
sixties after one four-year term on the Board of Education,
because of her support for a controversial school integration
plan. “I had alienated enough people so that that was the end of
that career.” She was not reelected to the board, lost a cam-
paign for a seat in the state legislature, and spent the next
several years “moving through” a variety of volunteer jobs, as
head of a school health council and president of a hospital auxil-
iary, “without any real heart in it.” It was not until she took on
the job of statewide chair for the survey of the juvenile courts
for the Council of Jewish Women that she found work that

satisfied and engaged her. “I learned an awful lot . . . we pro-
duced a report which . . . became part of a national report
and which also found some interest in the state . . . That was

just about the time (in the early seventies) of some changes in
the juvenile justice system and I guess there were few Mrs.
Citizens or Mr. Citizens who had an interest in or an under-
standing of the criminal justice system.”

Her work on this survey was the beginning of a second career
for Shirley in juvenile justice. She was appointed to a guberna-
torial juvenile justice advisory board and was asked to serve on
various public and private committees in the field. “People
started calling me . . . the Boy Scouts, the YMCA, the Junior
League, a couple of other groups that had started to get into this
field . . . with a common interest in the status offender . .
the runaway truant and the so-called incorrigible kids who have
been dealt with as delinquents even though they may not have
done anything . . . Youand I can run away but we can’t be put
in jail for it.”
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Several of these groups came together and formed a coalition
which Shirley “helped start” and “informally chaired.” They
eventually incorporated into the “justice for children” project
that now takes up most of her time. She sits on the project’s
board and works in the office, four to five days a week some-
times, putting out a legislative newsletter. It is “basically a sum-
mary of all the current legislation that affects children and
families . . . juvenile justice, child abuse . . . youth employ-
ment, adoption, foster care . . . [and] some of the other family
environment issues, like housing and income maintenance.”
The newsletter is essentially a one-woman operation; Shirley
monitors the legislative sessions herself, gathers her own infor-
mation, writes it up and gets it out to community leaders, paid
social workers, and agency administrators in the field. Once in a
while, she realizes that people get paid for this sort of work: “A
couple of years ago, one of the women in a state department
came into my office waving a little piece of paper . . . one of
the state departments was looking for a person to do what I do,
to be the legislative manager for the Office of Policy and Man-
agement, which is part of the Executive Department, and it was
advertised at eighteen to twenty-two thousand. And she came
in laughing—because, she said, ‘You’re giving away what you
could be making money for.” ” Shirley thinks about this “once in
a while,” but worries that if she left the Project, its newsletter
“would go undone. It could not be taken on by the people there
now . . . not that they wouldn’t be able to do it, but there are
just so many hours in the day and they’re all filled.”

The newsletter is important, she says, because it disseminates
information to people in different disciplines in the field. She
hopes that it will help “break down” the lines between various
professionals and, in doing so, help promote “systems change.”
Shirley believes that she has an important contribution to make
as a volunteer: she is more open-minded in her approach to
problems; she has no professional prejudices.

“One of the things I have found is that social workers are
educated as social workers, work as social workers, see things as
social workers; psychologists are the same, teachers the same
. . . I have nothing I'm selling, and I have no particular train-
ing, so that I can see the importance, the value of crossover and
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the problem with blinders.” As a volunteer she believes she is
freer to experiment: “I don’t have a degree in whatever . . . so
I can say and do outrageous things”; and she can afford to “push
the system hard” without fear of being “pushed out.”

Lately she has become interested in relatively new “child
health” questions, “the correlation of children’s behavior and
nutrition”; it is an interest that grew out of her experiences with
her own children:

“One of my kids is diabetic and when we learned about it I
stopped being the usual lazy American mother and I stopped
having Hi-C and Twinkies and all that stuff . . . Whether it
was coincidence or whether it was maturing or whether it was a
significant difference in eating habits, my youngest son, the next
one down, suddenly stopped being a real hyper-super-charged-
up kid and suddenly became a student.” It would be a “whole
‘nother career,” but she would “love to investigate” the effect
of “all the junk they’re putting in our food on behavior.” She
talks to doctors about this, and they treat her like “a crazy nut
lady.” “Doctors don’t know nutrition and nutritionists have no
standing in the community.” She doubts she can do much more
than talk about the problem: “It’s a whole 'nother field that
requires a lifetime of study and . . . getting people to change.”
So, she tries to stir up young people: “I talk to kids going into
medicine . . . maybe it’s just that I’'m non-directed or maybe I
satisfy myself by saying that if I keep pointing out the possibili-
ties, somebody will pick up on it.”

One reason Shirley hesitates to begin a new career is that she
is turning sixty and considering retiring. It is a difficult decision:
her husband is ready to slow down and take off extended peri-
ods from work; but she is afraid of having nothing to do: “I say to
myself, I've done quite a bit, maybe it’s time for a change. On
the other hand, I think . . . my mother’s eighty-seven, given
my mother’s genes—twenty-seven years of what? I'm not look-
ing just to fill my time . . . Not only have I amassed a great
deal of information about my field now, I have an emotional
commitment to what I'm doing . . . and I feel that I'm recog-
nized . . . and that what I'm doing is valuable . . . I don’t
want to push a hospital cart around . . . Once in a while I
wonder if I should take courses . . . I don’t know if I could go



90 WOMEN VOLUNTEERING

back to a classroom and study and take exams and do papers. I
don’t know if I have the discipline.”

Sometimes, Shirley thinks there is something “irresponsible”
and undisciplined about volunteering: “In my more negative
moments, my less self-assured moments, I sometimes wonder
. . . ifalot of what I'm doing is avoiding accountability, respon-
sibility . . . I'm not working for a paycheck . . . Whose mea-
sure of performance am I using, really—my own? I'm not taking
an exam. I'm not in a hierarchy where I have to accede to other
people’s demands.”

There has been a “good side” to this. “I can spit in anybody’s
eye. I'm not under control.” She has her own work and doesn’t
have to worry about “other people doing or not doing . . . I'm
only responsible for myself.” She only wonders if she is responsi-
ble enough. There is something unsettling for her about not
being graded. You have to always be on guard and challenging
yourself:

“If I set my own goalposts in the game, then I can always win,
and I've never put myself in the position where somebody else
is measuring my goals . . . In a working situation you get pro-
moted, you get a raise or you don’t get a raise, you get a com-
mendation or you don’t get a commendation, you get to move
to a better job . . .” These are all “measurements along the
way of growth and achievement.” How does she measure her
own? “I have a coffeepot to thank me for being president . . . I
have to say to myself . . . that my satisfaction is knowing that I
helped change a law or that I have done things that have been
of use to other people or that have made a difference and . . .
that has to do the equal of my raise or promotion . . . I'm just
wondering, if what I did were rotten, would somebody tell me
not to come to work anymore?”

But it is hard for her to imagine how she could have pursued a
paid career and given her children the care and attention they
demanded and, she felt, deserved. She is concerned about the
way young women “committed to careers will work out their
lives to their own satisfaction” in their relationships with men
and with their children. Her son’s “girl friends” are all “very
strong . . . feminist women,” and she wonders about the
forms their relationships will take. Her daughter is thirty years
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old, unmarried, and a writer in the public relations department
of a New England university. She has “some very strong feel-
ings about women’s place and women’s rights” and has had a
harder time, in some ways, than her brothers. “She went
through a great, deep, angry feminist period” and “whole
bunches of twists and turns” about her work: 4

Volunteering was a major source of conflict between Shirley
and her daughter for several years. “For a long time my volun-
teer work was an anathema to her. The usual thing—You’re
taking somebody’s place; you're being exploited, you're giving
it away,” etc., etc., etc.” Shirley “understands” her daughter’s
views, but she does not share them and still believes volunteer-
ing can be a good thing for some women. There is a group of
young women in her community who do not work, “who are
only shopping and playing tennis.” They would be better off
volunteering, at least. “There’s a barrenness in their lives.”
Shirley is a “great believer” in having work to do. “The reason
I'm as healthy as I am is that I have some place to go and
something to do . . . I have things that I find very interesting

and exciting . . . I've never suffered from an empty nest syn-
drome . . . I love it when my kids come visit. I love it when
they leave.”

BARBARA NOLAN

It took time for Barbara Nolan to get her children “out of the
nest.” She is in her early sixties now and has only recently
gotten out the youngest. Barbara had four children in a fifteen-
year period, with several miscarriages in between. For fifteen
years, virtually all her time and energy were devoted to child-
rearing, housekeeping, and helping out around the neighbor-
hood. She has lived in the same town in Massachusetts for most
of her married life and, like many women, has helped raise the
“neighborhood kids” along with her own. She is eager to talk
about volunteering; for better or worse it has been her way of
life. Today she volunteers for the Audubon Society; she has
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chosen her work and she loves it; it has directed her in a life
outside the home. But for many years volunteering was simply a
part of being a woman at home with children; helping out was
foisted on you, and it was not always easy:

“There’s so much pressure on a woman . . . You were al-
ways required to give. A woman in the home is the giver.
Anybody in the home . . . [And] if you raise children and are
at home you become plugged in to using the time to help
someone, and the easiest ones to help while you’re watching
your children are the people around your neighborhood. Or the
church . . . It becomes a way of life and for my generation [it]
was almost expected of you. [It was] the manner in which you
utilized your talents.”

Barbara accepts the choice she made for herself. She is both a
lively and a thoughtful woman, so I believe her when she says
she has not been unhappy in her marriage or with her family
and that she was “not sorry not to work.” They had very little
money at first, but she never considered getting a paying job.
“In those days, you didn’t choose the same things,” and besides,
she simply didn’t have time. It takes so much time and energy
just to be around a two-year-old—"“All the time.” And she was
doing all her own housework, even growing some of the family’s
food: “The women I knew, we did all our own work. House-
work, cooking. We raised our own vegetables. I did all the can-
ning. And all the laundry. So that everything was done at home.
There was no money for anything else.”

Money was a problem—not having enough of it and not hav-
ing any of her own contributed to the “trapped feeling” that
sometimes goes with being a housewife. She didn’t have a car
because she couldn’t afford one; there was no getting away from
the house, no “going off” in the car for a day and “getting a
baby-sitter or something—that wasn’t part of the picture . . .
It’s very difficult to go through the pressures and feelings of
being a woman in the home and without money that she can
control.”

Talking about the difficult years at home doesn’t depress Bar-
bara or make her angry, and she does not suggest she should
have done it any other way. That it was sometimes hard was
simply a fact of her life—it was the way of things then—and
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when financial pressures on the family eased and the children
“were busy with their own things,” with her youngest in ele-
mentary school, Barbara “got out.” “Once we got to the point
where there was a little leeway in things . . . there was still a
lot of pressure, but still I said, ‘I’'ve got to go out and do things.
I've got to be alone. I've got to be able to be.”” Her husband
supported her in this, she recalls gratefully. “At a time when he
could have said, ‘Well, you’re supposed to be doing this [staying
home],” he’d say, ‘Can I help?’. . . He’s perfectly willing to let
me be myself.” She didn’t exactly ask his permission; she “in-
sisted” on getting out of the house, but he “allowed” her to doit,
she says—as if he were doing her a favor.

She did not go out and look for a paying job. Money was no
longer a problem for them; she couldn’t afford to be “frivolous,”
but they had enough; and she didn’t need to be rich. What she
needed was work of her own that had nothing to do with her
family. Barbara began spending time at the local Audubon
Sanctuary, taking courses, leading bird walks, meeting “a lot of
nice people,” and “being gradually drawn into Sanctuary
work.”

It was a natural, even inevitable choice for her. Barbara had
spent much of her childhood on a farm in northern Maine and
feels at home “outside . . . in the mountains and the lake
country.” She likes to just “wander” by herself, “with the things
of nature around me, using my imagination.” She began using it
in her work at the Sanctuary, which evolved and became more
specialized over the years. For the past fourteen years, she has
been preparing and delivering her own lectures and slide shows
for Audubon. She hopes they will help people “see . . . and

really know . . . and treasure” their environment, so that
they’'ll “want to save it.”

“I've been accused of being a preacher . . . I can inspire
people. I can stimulate people to be curious . . . to think be-
yond where they are . . . That’s my gift.” Barbara has always
found it easy to “work with groups of people . . . to get up in

front of groups of people and talk,” and she often led programs
and discussion groups at her church. She feels herself to be “full
of ideas . . . nailing myself down is a really difficult thing . . .
I nail myself down when I'm doing a new lecture, and that is



94 WOMEN VOLUNTEERING

hard work.” But she likes throwing out her ideas to people and
seeing “somebody grab one.” She likes to talk to people who are
“searching.”

Barbara sees herself as a sort of guide. She believes that she
has ESP—what she describes as “a sensitivity that gathers in
information that you’re not consciously recording.” It’s like hav-
ing “antennae,” she says. Why or how it works is a bit of a
mystery, but she associates it with child-rearing: being at home
and caring for children nourishes a special kind of responsive-
ness and receptivity in women—or in men.

Her father had it. His antennae “went in all directions.” He
was a Boston lawyer who raised four children by himself; his
wife died young, when Barbara was nine. He “devoted his
whole life” to his children and raised them “outdoors . . . with
a great deal of freedom.” They spent vacation times together in
northern Maine, where Barbara was always doing something
“dangerous . . . like swimming a three-mile lake by myself”
and “Father” was “always up early in the morning, taking us on
hikes, even as little ones.” He was “a very diverse person . . .
He knew plants and trees . . . He loved music. He loved litera-
ture . . . and the funny papers.” He was not quite a superman;
there was a housekeeper to help out, but Barbara’s father
shared in the household chores. He sewed: “if anything was
ripped, he’d sew it,” and he was “a very good cook.” There was
nothing feminine about domesticity: “never ever was [it] allo-
cated to the woman.”

Barbara went to college, a small women’s college in Massa-
chusetts where she majored in math and took all the physics and
chemistry courses available. She then got a graduate degree in
engineering and went to work for Grummann Aircraft. It was
wartime, and there were engineering jobs open to women,
briefly. Barbara liked her work but only stayed with it for about
a year and a half. She was married, her husband was stationed in
Texas waiting to be shipped out to the Pacific, and she quit her
job to be with him. It is a decision she does not regret. “The
pressures of war were so different . . . A lot of people were
being killed . . . In those days, you didn’t know whether you
were going to see somebody for three months and maybe never
again in their lives or whether . . . they were going to be
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around for a couple of years . . . so there was a lot of pressure
. . . You made what decision you thought was right.”
Barbara liked engineering well enough, but she doesn’t miss
it: some of her engineering jobs were “a pain in the neck.” She
prefers the work she is doing today for Audubon, doesn’t feel it
is less “important™ or satisfying because it is unpaid, and enjoys
the freedom and flexibility of volunteering. Audubon has of-
fered to pay her for her work—she not only delivers lectures for
them but, for the past nine years, has been cataloguing their
slide library. They offered her a full-time job several years ago,
but she turned it down. “Isaid, ‘Give me six weeks’ vacation and
a couple of weeks I can take on my own.’” You know, nobody gets

that when you work . . . 'm fortunate . . . we’re comfort-
ably off . . . I'm not looking to be rich. And I still do the vege-
tables . . . Istill goup to Maine.” There’s a “comfortableness”

to being a volunteer.

Volunteering has also given Barbara the opportunity to work
for herself, according to her own inclinations, and to cultivate
her talents. Her lectures are her own creations, and she has time
to develop them. “Idon’t work fast . . . Ithink, I make notes—
I have voluminous notes . . . Ifeel it takes me at least two and
a half years to put together a new lecture.” She has also become
a photographer of the outdoors—“My camera is me talking”—
and is beginning to write; she used to think of herself as a
“mathematician, never able to write.” But she has always writ-
ten her lectures, and four years ago she put together a book of
her photographs and writings. The book grew out of the lec-
tures. “My lectures, I guess, are poems—tone poems.”

Conservationists who have seen Barbara’s book encourage
her to find a publisher for it. It is a “new idea” for Barbara; she
wrote without thoughts of publication. She likes her book: “I
put it in a form that I thought was good,” but she is not sure it is
good enough or in the “right form” for a publisher. She is both
modest about the book and content with it the way it is: “You
know, I'm not afraid to have anybody tell me they don’t like it.
Maybe it’s naive. Maybe it’s passé. Maybe it’s elementary. That’s
all right. Because I wrote down what I wanted and what I felt at
the time and it goes with the pictures.”

Barbara knows what she has gotten out of her work and
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doesn’t defend volunteering to people who say, “ “You're still a

volunteer’ . . . It’s as if, ‘Oh, well, gee, you couldn’t get a job;
that’s too bad.” ” She doesn’t explain or worry too much about
what they think. “I wonder about recognition . . . Creditis a

funny thing. I guess I don’t trust it all that much. Cups and
prizes, I mean. I see people who have worked so hard at just
being whole or just learning some little thing they never
learned before. You don’t get credit for that.”

Her mistrust of “credit” relates back, at least in part, to her
experiences as a woman at home. Women often don’t get credit
for their work, and they can’t afford to worry about it. It be-
comes a vicious cycle when you let it get to you. It undermines
self-confidence and leads to “a feeling of being trapped™:

“Women come out at the end saying . . . and I'm sure I've
said it myself—you know, I’'ve worked, raised kids, done all the
housework, planned all the meals, not planned the money but
presumably haven’t wasted it all, and I can’t do anything . . .
So you go into volunteer work feeling that you really aren’t
worth anything financially. Now the world looks at you as dol-
lars and cents. What can you do? I have no skill. My skill is
having been able to cope with myself and my children. It’s a
human skill. And if I've coped with it at all I've done a whole lot
of growing up that a whole lot of other people aren’t doing.”

It is, however, a frustrating process, because, Barbara says,
you don’t exercise enough control over the demands that come
with having children and running a house. “I had no say over
anything. You don’t really control any situation. It’s there and
there are certain things that have to be done . . .” For the first
time she suggests that, if something was gained in “human
skills” from her years at home, something was also lost. She
trails off when she talks about it; I think she has been circling it
for years. “To throw somebody into a situation like that, from
college, a good education, [with] a good mind—and you are
submissive. You must be. You are submitting to—not the terror
of children—my kids weren’t a terror at all, but it is still a
routine that is not yours. You have todoit . . . And youhave to
be loving and considerate and thoughtful . . . It is constant
and it is demanding.”

When Barbara went to work for Audubon as a lecturer, she
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started using her own name, the one she was born with—Nolan
is her name, not her husband’s. She had to fight with Audubon
to get them to use her name on their brochures, but it was
worth it. The work she does is her own, not her husband’s or her
family’s. She wanted it “identified directly” with her. It belongs
to her—Barbara Nolan.

PIONEERS OF TRANSITION:
CHANGING THE RULES

I don’t expect to find many married women, who do not work
for money, working for free under their own names. Traditional
volunteer jobs—in schools, churches, and community services
—are housekeeping jobs. Women take them on precisely be-
cause they are married: they do not need to earn money, they
have free time and a traditional obligation to use it to help their
communities. Barbara Nolan volunteered for years for her
church and community under her husband’s name, because the
work she was doing was only a part of being a woman at home.
It didn’t give her the emotional and intellectual independence
from her family that she needed. It wasn’t her own work; using
her own name for it would not have helped.

The satisfaction and self-esteem that a woman derives from
her volunteering may depend on whose work it is that she’s
doing. You can volunteer to do your own work—or to do some-
one else’s, as someone’s wife and mother. The difference is
crucial to a homebound woman with children, like Barbara
Nolan, who needs to work so that she can “be herself,” or Doro-
thy Harnack, who was “never any good” at housework and
never enjoyed it. Volunteering for the PTA because it was “part
of being a parent” did not ease the depression that beset her
during the early years of child-rearing or make her feel like
anything but an incompetent housewife. Volunteering for a
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community arts league in an outside job that was not part of her
job at home did.

The kind of volunteer work that does not simply relate back
to a woman’s role as wife and mother is also the only kind that
develops professional skills and the professional style she may
someday need to earn a living. Women who are used to being
“nurturing people,” whose volunteer work is only an “exten-
sion of their nurturing” never really grow up, suggests Beverly
Selden, a former full-time volunteer for a parents’ association,
now the paid director of education for a national religious orga-
nization. Beverly “has problems with volunteerism” when she
sees “individual women using it as a way to avoid coming to
grips with life.” A lot of women are “hiding” in volunteerism,
she says, by “spending their time in jobs that are extensions of
what they do all the time.” Many of them are doing “some very
good things,” and they may be “happy and fulfilled” providing
services and support for others; but they are getting “very little
power” from their work and none of the skills that will enable
them to take care of themselves if the time comes when they
must.

“It’s a tough world out there, in the working world. A lot of
women my age, I'm fifty-two, we were not trained to go to
work, we were trained to catch a good husband . . . The con-
ditions of our marriages, in a sense, required dependency . . .
Now most women unfortunately are not going to have the
choice in the future . . . to work or not. More and more
women are having to work either to supplement family income
or because their husbands leave them or their husbands die
. . . I'm not saying women should go to work . . . but use the
volunteer experience to develop skills that you can attempt to
translate.”

Beverly spent fifteen years volunteering for the public school
system. On one level she was, of course, working for her chil-
dren, but in a professional, political capacity. She learned about
the public educational system and the legislative process and
acquired professional skills and confidence in a non-threatening
environment: “I do a lot of speaking now . . . I will never
forget the day I really messed up . . . Istarted a speech, knew
it was going wrong, tried to adjust it, made it worse. It was a
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nightmare of a night . . . I was able by the next afternoon to
tell people, ‘Oh, I just really messed up.’ I didn’t have to go in
and face my boss. There was not that kind of risk.”
Volunteering was a kind of transition for Beverly. She was
brought up one way, to be a dependent, domesticated, married
woman, and changed midway through her life into a divorced
(now remarried) paid professional. It was a slow and painful
process; there is a line between a housewife and a professional
woman that is difficult to cross and “a lot of friction” between
the women on either side of it. “A lot of non-working women
feel that working women look down on them, and I think that’s
true and that’s one of the things we’ll have to come to grips with
over the years.” When Beverly was volunteering, she always
did “some kind of part-time work™ just to bring in money,
“even though we didn’t need it. (I was married to a doctor) . . .
I felt better that I could tell people I was doing something. I
lived in a community with a lot of professional women. Betty

Friedan was my next-door neighbor . . . I hated her. I thought
she was terrible. I thought the book was nonsense and I realized
later . . . it was just threatening . . . she was threatening ev-

erything I was brought up to be.

“To change the rules is very hard,” recalls Beverly. It was
inevitable that the feminist movement would encounter con-
siderable resistance from women like her who had devoted
most of their adult lives to marriage and motherhood. If they
had identified with the feminine mystique, they were bound to
defend it, if only to defend the importance of what they had
achieved at home. What they found threatening about femi-
nism was that it challenged the traditional measures of women’s
worth, by which so many had agreed to measure themselves.
Feminism introduced new goals and standards of achievement
for middle-class women: success was no longer simply a matter
of marrying well; women had to prove themselves in the paid
professional world as well as at home and in their communities.

Those of us who were trained early on for professional life do
not always appreciate just how hard it was for older women to
accept the new rules and begin paid careers at forty-five or fifty,
to support themselves after years of being supported by their
husbands. It took courage and the willingness to challenge the
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values and conventions that had shaped their lives. I imagine
that for many of them feminism was not so much a promise as a
kind of test.

What follows are interviews with three women who made the
change and entered the paid job market in mid-life, after the
onset of the feminist movement, after their children were
grown. Two of them entered it willingly, one because she had to
when something went wrong at home. All three had volun-
teered at demanding jobs that did not just duplicate their jobs at
home. They all had unpaid professional experience that pre-
pared them for the “real world” of paid professional work.
Wives, mothers, and volunteers, now paid professionals—to me
they are women who changed the rules.

ZELDA GOLDSTEIN

Zelda Goldstein went to college when she was in her mid-
forties and the youngest of her three sons was entering high
school. She had spent the first twenty years of her marriage
raising kids, working part-time at a variety of clerical jobs, and
volunteering nearly full-time, primarily for a public school par-
ents’ association in New York City. She enjoyed her volunteer-
ing and believed it was important; as an advocate for the public
schools, she rose to leadership positions in her organization and
community. Still, the work came to a natural conclusion when
her sons were moving out of the system. She had always wanted
to go to college and, having gone, wanted to “do something”
with her degree. She wanted to get a “real” job, not just so that
she could “really earn money,” but for the sake of the “stand-
ing” it would give her. She took volunteer work seriously, but
most of the “so-called real world people” didn’t.

So, in her mid-forties, Zelda became a college-educated pro-
fessional. She is now approaching sixty and, for the past fifteen
years, has been working for the New York City Board of Educa-
tion. She is enthusiastic about her job: “I have a lot of responsi-
bility, which I enjoy . . . I'm an officer of the Board. I supervise
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a staff of about thirty people . . . I make a very good salary.”
And she is enthusiastic about being interviewed: “I love talking
about myself.”

Zelda was a highly visible and public volunteer. She has al-
ways been a “joiner,” as well as a worker. It runs in the family.
“My mother always worked. She helped my father. They ran a
retail store and even though she always worked, she always
belonged to a couple of things. You had to belong to something
and you had to go to meetings. No matter how tired you were
when you got home at the end of the day, if it was your night for
a meeting, you went to it.”

In her early married life, Zelda was active in a tenants’ coun-
cil in the Bronx. It was the late forties, and there was a severe
postwar housing shortage: “Tenants were in terrible straits . . .
and landlords were doing everything they could to make more
money.” Women in the community took the lead in organizing
tenants’ councils and handled most of the work. They knew
their neighbors, and it was their job to look out for their homes.
They called rent strikes, fought increases, and monitored hous-
ing violations. “Most of the basic work was done by women who,
theoretically, had the time.”

Zelda’s time was also filled by child-rearing and “all kinds of
part-time jobs.” Working for money was something you did
along with volunteering. Her first job “goes back a very long
time” to when she was a sixteen-year-old, doubling as a waitress
and cashier in a coffee shop. She went on from there to become
one of the first women supermarket cashiers. “It was so unusual
that the union would not let me join because they didn’t take
women in those days.” They did as soon as the war started and
there was a sudden shortage of men to do the job: “They let the
women in and discovered they better make them join the union

. not keep us out.” By then Zelda had left her job to marry
and raise children: Her husband hadn’t wanted her to work. She
started again when he went into the service. She got a job as a
typist and worked full-time throughout the war, while her son
attended a nursery school for wives of servicemen. She contin-
ued working when her husband came home. “It was very hard
back then.” Just making a living was a “terrible struggle.” Her
husband was out of a job, it took time for him to find one and
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time to accept the fact that his wife worked to support the
family, that after three years of looking after herself and her
son, she was no longer the “baby” he’d married:

“When he came home from the service, he found a totally
new person from the one he left behind and we went through a
rough period while we adjusted, so that he could get used to this
new person . . . I remember him coming home, and Monday
morning he said, ‘What are you doing?’ I said, ‘I'm going to
work.” He said, ‘What do you mean you’re going to work, I'm
home.’ So I said, ‘What has that got to do with it?’ ‘But every
other time when I came home, you didn’t go to work.’ I said,
‘Sure, you came home for ten days. I would call up my job and
say my husband is home on a ten-day leave and I would take a
vacation. But you’re home now. You're gonna be home. I have a
job. They need me there.” He was absolutely unable to compre-
hend that. But he came to understand we needed the money
and he was going to be home all the time now . . . so there was
no need for me to give up my job. And he felt at that time that it
was a threat to his manhood if he could not support me entirely.
When we got married I had been working as a cashier and I
stopped working because he was going to support me and I
wouldn’t have to do that anymore. And then I became pregnant
after a few months and then he went off to the service. So he still
thought he had to support me and that my going out and earn-
ing money was a threat. But after a while it was worse than a
threat. It was a humiliation. Because I was earning money and
he couldn’t. He couldn’t find work. It took him a long time. But
he had to weather it because I could not turn myself back into
what I was. I didn’t like what I had been and I liked myself
much better being independent and a true partner, and he just
had to learn. I was going to be different.”

Zelda kept on working when her husband found his work,
and she kept on volunteering. Their struggles eased, they
moved to a house in Queens, her sons started public school, and
she became active in parents’ groups, in her community and
citywide. “You started out having little children and your oldest
one in the second grade, so you spent a few hours here and
there and on the telephone and you went to a couple of meet-
ings and by the time all the children were in school . . . T had
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become involved in a citywide organization. I was president of
one Parents’ Association and I was delegate to the citywide
group.” Moving up within the organization was easy, even un-
avoidable for Zelda: she was recruited. People in volunteer
leadership positions are “very astute™: “If they see that you
come and you open your mouth and have something intelligent
to say, they immediately co-opt you into their organization,
which was what happened to me.” She became a board mem-
ber citywide and chairperson of various committees, involved
in investigating and reporting on conditions in the schools, lob-
bying for reforms and additional funds. She also did a “great
deal” of public speaking, addressing parents in schools through-
out the city. “I loved it, I was a born public speaker. I get up at
the drop of a hat and speak in front of any number of people. I
always enjoyed it.”

Like the tenants’ council, the parents’ associations were pri-
marily comprised of women, but it was sometimes hard to con-
vince them to take on leadership roles in their own organiza-
tion: “Some of the women felt they couldn’t do as well if they
didn’t have men leading the group. We used to discuss that and
say that we’re just as capable. And the response would be ‘We
may be just as capable but does anyone listen to us because
we’re women.’ In many schools they would elect a man to be
president who would do absolutely nothing except . . . be the
signature on the letter and sometimes they would actually get
the man to lead the delegation to City Hall because they felt
that a man would be listened to more.” Zelda did not agree.
“When it came to a PA . . . the women were so good, and
women are accepted as leaders in PA’s where they are not
accepted as leaders in other things.” It is hard for me to imagine
someone not listening to Zelda and she agrees that, at least in a
PA, women could always make themselves heard.

But it was hard work, and eventually she was putting in over
forty volunteer hours a week—forty-seven, to be exact—includ-
ing time spent in meetings and on the telephone at home.
“Somebody did a study” and recorded her hours. They repre-
sented the major part, but not all, of her work week. She was
still doing occasional clerical jobs on the side, to bring in extra
money. Realizing how much time she was spending volunteer-
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ing—and comparing the “high-level” work she was doing for
the PA to the “nothing office jobs™” she did for money—con-
vinced Zelda that it was time to go to college. With a college
degree she hoped to find a full-time paying job that would give
her the same “measure of satisfaction” that she derived from
volunteering. She was capable of being much more than a
clerk/typist.

“I felt if I can do all this and run my house and raise my
children, I really should be getting ready to go to work full-time
and earn money on a better level. And that was what really got
me to go to college . . . It was always in the back of my head.
But when I saw how many hours I was putting in (and I always
worked part-time) I said, ‘I have to get into college so when I'm
finished with the PA . . . when my kids are out of school . . .
before I ever let myself get this busy in an organization I'm
going to get a college degree and go to work. It will be time to
get out there in the real work world.””

Getting out there in her mid-forties was harder than she’d
expected. She had hoped to get away from the kind of work
she’d been doing as a volunteer: “I had a clear idea I didn’t want
to have anything to do with schools and parents’ associations.”
But public education was, after all, her field, and it was only
through her volunteer work that Zelda was able to get a decent
job—with the Board of Education:

“When I tried getting a job in business, the first question I was
asked was “What was your last job and what was your last sal-
ary?’ And I said, ‘It’s not relevant.’ I wouldn’t tell them. I said
my last job was not a job and my last salary was not a salary. I
now have a degree and I have a lot of experience. I'm not a
twenty-year-old college graduate. I'm in my forties. 'm mature
and I have done a great many things. I ran a luncheon with
three thousand people and spoke before them with the mayor
sitting on one side of me and the state comptroller on the other.
When you do something like that, you have certain skills. You're
not going to tell them your last salary was at the minimum wage
doing some stupid typing. And I couldn’t get anyplace. Agen-
cies would say, ‘Well, they always want to know what your last
job and what your last salary was. And if you’re just a beginner
starting out with a college degree, then you start out as a begin-
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ner.” ‘But I'm not a beginner.’ It was very difficult. I couldn’t get
past the low-level personnel person who knew one tenth of
what I knew, except she knew she had to ask what your last job
and what your last salary was and if you wouldn’t tell her that,
then you had to start out as an entry-level person. And I just
wasn’t gonna do it. I didn’t go to college to start out as an entry-
level person . . . So when I was offered a job at the Board of
Education . . . I took it . . . and I've been here for fifteen
years and I've worked my way up very nicely.”

Zelda has thoroughly enjoyed her mid-life career change,
but, in the beginning, it was hard on her husband. Being mar-
ried to a college woman was something else he hadn’t bar-
gained for; it was confusing at first and a little threatening:

“My husband thought he was very cooperative. Every time I
was getting ready for finals or writing term papers, he would
always have very important household things or things con-
nected with his business that I helped him with that had to be
done the same time. It was very interesting timing. To this day
he doesn’t recall it or understand why I should have been con-
flicted. He was sure he wasn’t doing it . . . He was very proud
of me. He bragged to everybody he could about how I was going
to college and I was doing so well.”

His behavior was typical of a lot of husbands—and wives—of
students in Zelda’s adult education program: “I was going to
school with other people my age . . . and everybody had simi-
lar kinds of problems. A lot of women ended up getting di-
vorces, in school or right after school, and a lot of men came and
complained to the dean that these courses were breaking up
their families. And the dean’s response was—The family was
broken up. It’s just that your wife didn’t know enough to leave
or have the guts to leave. But now that she sees that she’s going
to be able to make a living, she’s going in for a career, she’s not
so afraid. Can’t blame it on us. It would have happened anyway’
. . . As for the men that were in the program—some of them
were there because their careers were ending, businesses going
bad, and maybe [they] were training for careers they were not
able to pursue when they were younger. Some of them were
having trouble with their wives, because the wives were afraid
this was going to mean that ‘Youre going to be a different
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person and discard me or you’re not gonna find a job and we’re
gonna starve.” There were all kinds of problems.”

Zelda and her husband worked it out. He had weathered a
similar change once before when he came back from the war,
and he had no choice but to weather it again. For Zelda and the
women in her classes, college was “a completion of a woman’s
life that we did not have time to complete before, and if the
husbands couldn’t roll with it, then that was too bad because
there was such a strong need.

“I was going to be different now and he could see that I was
and I could see that I was. It was a deliberate change that I was
making. I'd say, ‘It doesn’t mean that I'm leaving you behind.
It’s nothing. This is me. If we want to get along, we’ll get along.’
And now he is totally retired. He loves having me work and
bring home lots of money. He thinks it is a great thing. He really
enjoys it. So that he has grown a great deal too, with me. I was
changing my life; he had to change his approaches to his life and
he did it very well.”

He may have to do it again. Zelda is thinking about going to
law school. She wants a law degree so that when she retires
from the Board of Education she can do “more interesting
things as a volunteer.” Maybe she’ll be able to earn some money
as a lawyer, “here and there,” given the contacts she has made
on her job at the Board. But Zelda knows she will probably
never find another full-time paying job “as good” as the one she
has now. Law is “a very crowded field,” and she can’t compete
in it with twenty-five-year-olds. But in a few years she will be
ready to retire from her job and, because she is a “long-range
planner,” Zelda is preparing for a third career as a volunteer.
Law school will, at least, be interesting: “It will have been an
intellectual experience that won’t have hurt me one bit . . . I
don’t delude myself that they’re waiting out there to hire me as
alawyer . . . I know that I'm not going to do it to have a better
career, [but] to have a different career, as a salaried person or as
a volunteer.”

Paid work has been good for Zelda, and so has volunteering.
Each has had its time and place: “When I was being a volunteer,
I preferred being a volunteer. I did not feel that while my
children were of a certain age I wanted to be committed to a
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job. Because if I had a job, I knew it would have to be a job
where I would get responsibility. I would take it—and then you
have an obligation. No matter how much I did at the Parents’
Association, I always felt that being a volunteer I had no prob-
lem with going up and saying, ‘I have a kid with fever and I'm
not doing anything today.’

“I think it’s good for people to do volunteer work. I think it’s
especially good for women . . . if they are not ready or able to
go to work. I think it’s good for them because it keeps them
from forgetting that they have ability.

“When you start out in a marriage where you aren’t expected
to work or don’t immediately have to have a full-time job for
financial reasons and you have no career already . . . I didn’t
have any career. I had gone to high school . . . I didn’t have
any business skills, except typing . . . You don’t have any skills,
you don’t know what you want to be. And then you get married
and have children and you’re there. But when you have the
need to work, whether it’s working for money . . . I think
you’re working because you need the satisfaction of knowing
that you can do more. You need to do more. You're not getting
enough satisfaction out of the household and the child-rearing.
And you feel that there’s a need for you in the community.
There’s a need for you someplace and you want to meet that
need. And the need is your own need to be useful in the world. I
think that really is what drives women into volunteer work,
their own need.”

PEARL LEHMAN

Volunteering was enough for Pearl Lehman for thirty years.
She had worked her way up to national leadership positions in a
major women’s voluntary association. Her husband made a lot
of money practicing law, there was no financial need for her to
“go to work,” and she simply never saw herself earning money,
functioning “in the world of producing, in the commercial

way.
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Then the rules changed, overnight, eight years ago, and Pearl
had to chanee with them to survive. Her husband was con-
victed of fee stealing in a highly publicized case. He was dis-
graced and disbarred and was suddenly unable to support the
family in the lavish style to which they’d become accustomed.
For Pearl it was a “bombshell” that blew apart her volunteer
career along with everything else. She lost not only her financial
security but her social and professional standing as well. Her
husband brought his wife down with him. She had been in line
for the national presidency of her organization and was passed
over because of the notoriety surrounding his case. Pearl is still
angry about this because it was done by a women’s organization
that was supposed “to fight for the rights of women . . . And
they were saying to me after thirty years of work—and it was
Pearl Lehman who did the work—they said to me I was really
Mrs. Mark Lehman.” (Perhaps there was some sort of perverse
justice in this. She had shared in his wealth and the benefits of
his name for thirty years; she would share in his downfall.) In
her mid-fifties, Pear]l was forced into the job market for the first
time.

She had never held a paying job, never even written a ré-
sumé, and looking for work through employment agencies was
a depressing process. They had no use for her volunteer experi-
ence; she was out of her element and quickly discouraged. “I
found it too upsetting to say to myself, ‘I really can’t do any-
thing.” ” She stopped going to agencies, turned to contacts she
had made while volunteering, and got an administrative job in a
small New York museum. They were only looking for a part-
time person when she interviewed for the job. Pearl wanted to
work full-time, so she offered to do so at half-salary. After thirty
years of volunteering, she had a few lessons to learn about the
working world. “I said, ‘Look, I don’t care how much I get paid.’
And I've regretted that ever since, because for the [last] seven
years I've been bound with what I started with.” But she likes
her job; she has been promoted and her responsibilities have
been expanded. She likes having her own salary and, for the first
time, her own bank accounts. “It’s given me a greater sense of
independence.” If she wants to buy something, she can say to
her husband, “I’'m going to pay for that; I don’t care if you like it
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or not.” Now, she says, “I have my own savings account. I have
my own checking account. I have a different approach . . .
and I feel more confident.”

For most of her married life, Pearl spent her husband’s
money without knowing how it was made or managed: “I never
wanted to have anything to do with any money decisions. I
deferred everything [to him] . . . Inever knew what stocks we
owned. I never knew where his investment accounts were . . .
Every so often I'd say to him, ‘You know, I don’t even know if
you have any insurance . . . You're going on all these trips. I
don’t even know where there’s a piece of paper. I don’t know
anything.” And he’d say to me, “‘Why do you have to know? My
secretary knows.” And I would resent it, but that’s what I was
told.”

While she stayed away from financial decisions at home, she
was immersed in them at work, as a volunteer. Pearl was na-
tional treasurer of her organization. People deferred to her
there. She was an officer of the board and she had been trained
as a lawyer.

She had never practiced, although she had graduated from
law school and been admitted to the bar. She was engaged in
her second year of school, married in her third: “It never en-
tered my mind to work . . . I was never motivated to. I think I
went to law school because it was keeping me in an atmosphere
that I liked and I was doing something that I enjoyed and I had
the luxury to be able to do it. And I don’t think that I ever made
a conscious decision that I never would work . . . but I never
was tempted.”

People think of her as a pioneer when they hear she went to
law school in the 1940s. She wasn’t one at all. “I didn’t do it for
the reasons that people think I did it. People say, ‘My God, you
were a path setter.” I never thought of myself as doing some-
thing . . . Ireally had no idea what I wanted to do when I got
out of college in 1939. I knew what I didn’t want to do. I didn’t
want to be a teacher . . . So the question was what do you do.
And I was very fortunate because I came from a family able to
continue to let me go to school, if that’s what I wanted to do.”

Her father was a lawyer and he encouraged her, up to a point:
“He thought it was great . . . to go to law school, if that’s what



110 WOMEN VOLUNTEERING

I wanted to do, but he didn’t think I should even apply to places
like Harvard or Columbia, because why did I want to put that
kind of energy and go into that kind of competition. I should go
to a law school . . . I could handle very nicely . . . So I went
to NYU . . . My father was just like all the others. Because
really what you’re supposed to do is to get married and you
should have time so you can meet men. And in fact one of the
reasons he thought it was great that I go into the academic
world was that that’s where you would meet people. So I was
there for all the reasons that are not the ones you would think.
[My father] was encouraging me to do these things for all the
reasons that everybody else’s parents were encouraging them
not to.”

She has always used her legal education as a volunteer, in
organizational work. It shapes “the way you approach prob-
lems” and enhances your credibility: “It makes it easier to make
your point when you’re in the minority—you can set forth an
argument in a lawyerly way and people remember you're a
lawyer, so it helps.” If you are going to volunteer within an
organization, it is important to be one of the “tiny”’ number of
women at the top, on the national level. Otherwise, “you don’t
really get the experience . . . never really get past the deci-
sion of whether it should be chicken salad or tuna fish.” Pearl
“put her mind to it,” came up “right through the ranks,” took
her volunteering seriously and “treated it like a job.” It gave her
a profession. She had no need to practice law and good reason
not to: she did not want to compete with her husband:

“I used to say one lawyer in the family is enough. And think
how terrible it would be if I became more successful than he
was. I could never handle that and I don’t know who could . . .
I know deep down that wasn’t only humor.” (Not that she ever
could have been as good as he was, she assures me—he may
have ended his career a convicted felon, but she will not pre-
sume to suggest she might have done better.) “I don’t mean I
really thought I was going to be more successful, that part was
humor. The part that wasn’t humor, I still do not think mar-
riages necessarily work well, when women are working.”

Pearl is hesitant about suggesting this. She knows it may not
be an immutable fact of life; it is just that she can’t help believ-
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ing it—"T guess because of my background.” And, she says, she
has seen young marriages founder because of career conflicts,
when a wife won’t leave her job to follow her husband or when
she surpasses him professionally. It may not be fair for a woman
to have to defer to her husband she admits,—“I don’t know how
anybody determines who has more right as far as their capabili-
ties . . .” But Pearl can’t quite let go of the belief that it is
somehow more fitting for a man to take the lead professionally,
to get “first crack” at a career. It has always been an article of
faith for her: “One plays up to a man and the man is the bread-
winner in the family.”

It was “very difficult” for Pearl to go to work when her hus-
band’s career had ended. He was home all the time, depressed,
worrying about whether or not he’d end up in jail (he didn’t),
and she felt guilty about going off in the morning, leaving him
behind.

“It was very upsetting for me togo . . . I did it because I had
to. I had made a commitment.” She kept on working and she
handled it, apparently better than he did. “I got mad at him for
making me feel guilty . . . I was very mad because he wasn’t
going out and doing anything . . . In those years when he was
sitting home, I said to him, ‘Well, okay, you can’t go out and get a
job,’” ’cause he felt who would hire him if they didn’t know if he
was going to jail or not. But I would say, ‘So go be a volunteer.
It’s the greatest thing in the world . . .” And he wouldn’t do it.”

Eventually he went into business, and Pearl went to work
without feeling guilty. She never quite resolved the problem of
working while her husband stayed home. It made her uncom-
fortable. She had never questioned the notion that a woman’s
work must always come second to her husband’s.

Still, Pearl has changed her mind about a lot of things because
of “what happened,” and she suspects that she’d be making
different choices for herself if she were starting out today. “I
think now a woman would really have to analyze herself if she
decided she wasn’t going to do something. I think she’d have a
terrible time justifying it in her own mind.” Women were not so
analytic in her time, she says. “I don’t think we were conscious.”
Because of her background, she never considered going to
work, never considered herself a professional. “I never had the
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self-image that would let me go out and be motivated to go to
work. I think that women who really strive have a great self-
image and I'm not sure I have that. That’s where I was a product
of my time.”

It is clear that today she would, as she suggests, “handle it
much differently.” Pearl has always needed to work; she volun-
teered because, given her family life and the way she had been
socialized, volunteering looked like her only option: “I couldn’t
stand being home seven days a week . . . I really don’t like
home life. I don’t cook. I don’t know how to wash a floor. I don’t
like little children. I would go out of my mind . . . Your mind
will go stagnant if you stay at home . . . I wasn’t going to work,
so what do you do? You become a volunteer.”

She was content to volunteer for thirty years and, looking
back after all that has happened, she does not regret her choice.
Although in recent years Pearl had begun to question the
“truths” about men and women by which she was raised, they
are deeply ingrained. She knows there may be other truths for
other people, but she is “comfortable” with the notion that a
man should come first, as head of the family, that he should
make more money than his wife. At heart she is still a believer
and accepts herself as a product of her time.

Perhaps she’s made the best of it. Pearl’s life was changed for
her at fifty-six; she adjusted—and even changed a few of her
ideas. Perhaps it is enough. If all that she was taught and has
always honored about a woman’s proper place was rotten and
wrong, at this point in her life she would rather not know about
it. Should a woman always defer to a man? She can only answer
with stories about husbands who have “suffered” from their
wives” “strong determination to get ahead.” Maybe this isn’t the
way it ought to be, but it seems to Pearl to be the way it is. Must
a woman sacrifice her work to a man at the altar? She is suspi-
cious of her own instinct to say yes, and so avoids the question:
“I don’t think I can answer in theory, because, in theory, I don’t
think I would ever be serious enough or face the issue enough
. . . I guess I just refuse to face it.”
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SYLVIA MALLOW

Women are still “confused” about their status and their roles,
says Sylvia Mallow. “I think there’s still a lot of conflict amongst
women . . . about whether they plan to support themselves
for the rest of their lives or whether they plan to be supported.”
Perhaps volunteering is bad for women who work for free be-
cause they can’t imagine earning money. It has not been bad for
Sylvia because, for some reason, she has always been able to
imagine doing both.

She has enjoyed four careers in the past thirty-five years and
raised three children. Now, in her early sixties, she is the full-
time, paid director of a private, nonprofit youth service agency.
Before that she was the full-time, paid director of her local
Planned Parenthood chapter. Before that she was a full-time
volunteer, in politics and the arts. Before that, she was a nurse:

“I went to college and I got out of college and decided I didn’t
know exactly what to do and some friend of mine said, ‘why
don’t you go into nurse’s training with me.” And because I was
so stupid at that time, I went with my bachelor’s degree into a
hospital training program for another three years. I could have
gone to med school or I could have gone to get a master’s. But I
didn’t do any of those. I went to the hospital. So I was not really
in the right niche.”

Her sense of being misplaced professionally was heightened
by the fact that nurses were so “labeled” by their work. You
wore a white uniform and it typecast you as “a Nurse™

“Inside I always felt I was playing a little game: “They think
I'm a nurse, they think I know what to do if somebody falls on
the ground, they think . . . and I know I’'m just Sylvia.” When I
was working in a hospital situation I knew I was capable of
doing what T had todo . . . But it was riding in the subway and
kind of assessing the way people would look at you and they
would think things about you and gave you labels.”

You also give yourself labels, based not so much on what you
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wear but on what you do. When she was a nurse, Sylvia thought
of herself as a “science person’: “My experience, my training,
my work was all nursing and very scientifically oriented. I was
married to an engineer and we had that kind of relationship
where we were both science people”—until she left nursing,
moved from New York to a house in Hartford, began having
babies, and volunteering at a community arts center. Suddenly,
Sylvia was someone “who was always into the arts . . . Volun-
teering changed my life very radically.

“Although I was an enthusiastic voyeur of the arts, it was
peripheral . . . I never thought of that as my field. When I
moved to Hartford I met a group of women who were also
transplanted to this community, and many of them had very
strong backgrounds in the arts. And they were part of a commit-
tee of a Jewish community center which was the arts commit-
tee, and because of my association with them, I became in-
volved in that . . . It was a very special kind of experience,
because the woman who had originated that committee was a
very unusual artist and a marvelous teacher and started a school
for the arts, and she brought in very exciting people to work in
various kinds of art—painting, dance, music . . . and she was
the chair of that committee, and it was an exposure to the kind
of people I would never have met in my other kinds of work.
And she really turned me on, and that work turned meon . . .
I volunteered there for several years and eventually became
chairperson of that committee.

“What we were trying to do was bring art things to this
community, which was very barren at that time. There were no
galleries, there had been a theater, this was like a Shubert
tryout city, but that was it. And that was sort of dying out. So
there was no theater and there was no dance; there was music
. . . butvery little other art, and this group tried to bring things
so that they would fill the void in the community. And they did.
At that time off-Broadway theater was just burgeoning (it was
the early fifties) and it was not terribly expensive and we were
able to bring in lots of things. We’d run a theater series and have
art shows and organize all those things, really booking, but it
was more than booking because there was production that had
to be done to have these things on stage. So we were able to get
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fantastic kinds of things for this type of city in that era. Like
bringing in Genet’s The Blacks in the fifties, where they said
‘fuck’ on stage and half the theater walked out. But we were
able to get Al Pacino when he was a youngster just out of drama
school doing The Indian Loves the Bronx . . . We were able to
get the Living Theater; you know what the Living Theater was
like, filthy dirty people that came and did this fantastic theatri-
cal thing. And we were able to develop an audience that would
buy into it; it was the most exciting thing in the world.”

It was exciting for her entire family:

“My husband was involved in the technical aspect . . . He
would help us stage the show, he would hang the lights, do that
sort of thing. He enjoyed being part of the theater ‘in’ crowd
. . . Sometimes I sit in wonderment about three of our children
who are all into the arts and realize it had to be that influence in
there that was much stronger in their growing years than my
whole academic training.”

Perhaps it was because Sylvia felt more like herself volunteer-
ing for the arts than she ever had as a nurse and was more
“turned on” by her work:

“I learned as chairperson that I was great speaking in front of
large groups; that was a turn-on for me, that I could get up in
front of large groups, in front of a television camera with not the
least qualm, and I gave up the vanity—because everytime I saw
myself I went, ‘Oh God, that’s horrible,” but I was able to get
past that to realize that I could really be comfortable talking on
my feet, you know, off the top, and it was a surprise, I didn’t
know that. I'd never had that experience before. It felt very
nice having a title. It was the first time that I really felt I was my
title.”

Volunteering wasn’t nearly as limited as nursing for Sylvia.
You didn’t wear a uniform, you didn’t have a rigidly defined
scope of employment, you could create your own job and even
change your professional field. After twelve or thirteen years of
volunteering for the arts committee, Sylvia began volunteering
“in political things,” in the early sixties:

“That was more in keeping with what my life had been like
prior to that time. As a youngster in New York I was part of all
kinds of protests . . . SoIdid have exposure to political activity
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. . . I went to Hunter College, which was a very politically
active school . . . I was with people who were much more into
the radical movement than I was . . . I was always on the
fringe . . . ButIassociated with them and I learned a lot about
that, and I read, and that was something important to me. So
that back here in Hartford becoming involved in political activ-
ity was much more something that you could have expected
that I would do when I had the time to do it.

“I became involved with a group of people in West Hartford
. . . and we initiated this program that’s still going today . . .
which bused kids from Hartford to the suburbs to a better
school. It was fascinating to me because there again I was work-
ing with someone who was much more sophisticated than I in
that whole movement. I mean I participated but I certainly
didn’t strategize, and I saw that whole process of being manipu-
lated and how people could be moved into certain things, and
the process of doing it fascinated me, and I loved it. And again
by that time I already knew that I could speak easily, so I could
go speak to groups and make statements, and that was easy and
I enjoyed that very much and I worked with those people
through the whole Eugene McCarthy period. I was the coordi-
nator for the student volunteers.”

At the same time, she was working part-time as a nurse at a
local hospital. Nursing had not been the perfect profession but
it was good enough to fall back on when her children were teen-
agers and she was ready to take on at least a part-time job. She
took a refresher course offered by one of the hospitals in town
and went to work as a part-time pediatrics staff nurse. This job
led into a new field, family planning, and a new career:

“I was involved with many families where there were many
children and where parents seemed to be having difficulties
raising their children because they couldn’t deal with their
health care . . . Also at that time, one of my closest friends had
gone into family planning work and sexuality and education,
and that intrigued me and I was thinking, well, what am I gonna
do next step when I really want to work full-time and in a more
responsible position than a staff nurse, and I decided I would
take some courses in sexuality and try and get a job teaching.

“I took those courses . . . and I started looking for work,
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hopefully in a school system. And my daughter went through
the paper one day and said, ‘Look, they’re looking for a director
of Planned Parenthood,” and I knew people who were on the
board so I called them up . . . and it seemed like my skills
were just ideal for the job, so I walked in and got the job.”

It was a major and very deliberate change for her:

“My big decision at that time, I remember deliberating about
it, was whether I wanted to go back to work full-time or not.
That seemed like making a very definite statement that I would
no longer have the time to do any of the volunteer work that I
had enjoyed. And I remember deliberating about that with my
husband and he was very encouraging for me to do whatever I
wanted to do. I could go either way as far as he was concerned
. . . It was the first time in my life that I could sit back and see
myself making a decision.”

Volunteering had been more of a reflex: “I felt I didn’t want
to work when my children were young. I did enjoy being at
home. I didn’t feel the need for money . . . I also enjoyed
being taken care of and not working, you know, that was nice.
And I also enjoyed many of the housekeeping kinds of things
that I really invested in a great deal—I loved entertaining, I
loved cooking . . . I enjoyed those kinds of things. I always
made a big fuss about some of the aspects of mothering, you
know, the children’s parties were very creative, with the ham-
burger train that runs [through] the kitchen, you know, all kinds
of things that would come tome . . . SoIdidthat . . . Idon’t
know whether I actively considered my options. I don’t think
for most of my life I considered options. I assumed certain
patterns because they were most common.”

In some ways, going back to work full-time was following
another pattern. It was 1969: “Times had changed and it be-

came more common . . . You know, like a sheep, I always fol-
lowed the general pattern . . . My children were older and
seemed toneed meless . . . Ithink I wanted extramoney . . .

I did want something more interesting, more of a feeling of
responsibility, and that’s why I went from part-time work to
full-time work, ’cause there’s no way of finding that kind of job
satisfaction in part-time work in my field . . . I think maybe I
also had had my fill . . . I'd gone through two different kinds of
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volunteer work and had achieved a degree of success. I had
achieved the things I wanted to achieve.” It was time to take
her achievements and her skills and go to work for money.

The skills that made her the “ideal” choice for the job at
Planned Parenthood included those she had developed volun-
teering. Sylvia was suited to the job, she says, not because of her
“documented qualifications” (“I didn’t have a master’s degree
at that time”) but because of her “background.” She knew how
to stand up in front of a TV camera and talk; she knew how to
lobby and work with community groups. She used these skills to
redefine the job of director at Planned Parenthood and to ex-
pand the activities of her chapter:

“I saw my role as being an educational one, lobbying, educat-
ing the community, paving the way for education of kids and
adults in sexuality . . . there was a lot of work to be done . .
It was a very small and loosely organized group at the time, the
board was not that sophisticated, so that I had to take that
responsibility, or maybe I wanted to, I'm not sure which . . .
You know, I could have sat back and let them do medical things.
It’s interesting, but I moved away from that medical compo-
nent myself.

“Iloved it. Ijustlovedit . . . I wasa veryimportant person. I
was on television all the time. People came to my house and
took pictures, you know. I could call up any television program
and say I want to go on a talk show or I want to go on a hot line.
And, you know, I was very public. And people would see me on
the street and say, ‘I saw you on television.” I'd walk into a store
and everybody knew who I was . . . I think that my husband
enjoyed the prestige. I made lots and lots of friends in very
different kinds of circles, and he enjoyed that. In some circles,
he was like Mr. Sylvia Mallow, but that didn’t seem to bother
him.
“The only part I didn’t like was—if I could have been more
fashionable . . . or been more beautiful in my perception, in
what I looked like on those television programs or newspaper
pictures. But I realized that I came across as being so comfort-
able that it really overcame some of that for me . . . It really
looked as though I was having a good time. So I kind of forgot
about that other stuff.
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“It was not only that it was a paid job, it was the kind of paid
job that it was that made me feel very significant. I liked it. I
loved it.” It was a little like being chair of the arts committee,
only better, because it was paid and more prestigious. And, like
a volunteer job, Sylvia’s job at Planned Parenthood was one she
had created for herself:

“I had really created it all. I had developed that position, I
had been around. I had enough seniority. I had all that history in
my head and I could deal with it all very casually and was
comfortable in controversial subjects, about how I had to say
things so that I never goofed or got into trouble . . . Ifelt very
sure of my knowledge and very sure of my position.”

Her experiences as a professional volunteer also gave Sylvia
ideas about using volunteers at Planned Parenthood. One of her
more notable achievements as director, she says, was to up-
grade their status in the agency and put them to work:

“One of the things I felt very strongly about was that volun-
teers and paid staff were just staff . . . and that volunteers had
to have training . . . and that they should be integrated into
the program and that they had obligations and responsibilities.
You couldn’t do it on a casual basis. You really had to make a
strong commitment. We had all kinds of guidelines for training
and contracts that we initiated . . . We wanted a commitment
of so many months. They had to find their own replacements
. . . They had an obligation to take so much training . . . All
kinds of things that sort of paralleled a contract for an employee
. . . So the standards [for volunteers] were strict . . . we ei-
ther rejected them or steered them into jobs where they would
not be working at a level where they couldn’t perform . . .
and I think that also made jobs more important and it gave a lot
of job satisfaction . . . Many of our volunteers went through
our training and then went out and got the academic certifica-
tion to do the things they had been doing, MSW, law school,
counseling degrees . . . We did become a model in the state
for the way you dealt with volunteers. In our agency, always, I
talked about staff, paid and unpaid staff. We never talked about
volunteers.

“Where people worked side by side and they were not super-
vising each other, I think there was excellent rapport between
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the paid and unpaid staff. And a lot of consciousness raising
because some of the unpaid staff . . . had master’s degrees in
something and they were working with people who had an
equivalency sometimes of a high school diploma. And, you
know, the ones who were on paid staff had more experience and
knew more about the clinics than the others. So that was a
wonderful relationship. And I think they learned from each
other.”

Sylvia stayed at Planned Parenthood for about twelve years;
she left about two years ago. “When I left there, it was a surprise
to me, too. What happened was that I was thinking of different
moves that I might make and this again sort of fell into my lap.”
“This” is her present job as paid director of a youth service
agency. “Somebody I knew was on the board and said to me,
‘We don’t have a director and we’re interviewing . . .” So I
applied.

“This agency does various kinds of things, outreach, tradi-
tional counseling, groups, support groups; it has a runaway shel-
ter for youth . . . volunteer training, peer education, job bank
.. . It has this ‘Looking in Theater Company,” which is vi-
gnettes about youth concerns that I actually started at Planned
Parenthood and brought with me . . . with its funding.” Sylvia
has a full-time paid staff of about fourteen people and, in any
given week, needs about twenty volunteers to staff the shelter
for runaways, which is open twenty-four hours a day—"“They
come in for two-hour shifts, up to midnight.”

She has some “conflicts” about using volunteers to do the
same jobs as paid staffers: “I understand that whole feminist
perspective that if you continue to give it away for nothing, you
don’t get money for it . . . On the other hand, I'm not in
agreement that all the measure of our worth is money. And I
think that’s the big conflict . .. that the measure of
somebody’s worth is their income.

“I guess that’s what I was trying to say in Planned Parent-
hood. I knew enough about nurses to know that people who had
lots of training were lacking in certain kinds of things that I
thought were important for working in that clinic, and they
could have gone through a whole nurse’s training thing and
come out and be inappropriate for working there. Whereas
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others who never had any nurse’s training could work in the
clinic very comfortably . . . And I feel the same way about this
. . . There are some people who come out of that School for
Social Work and who are horrible with people, and others who
have been doing it all their lives without ever getting academic
certification for it.”

Sylvia is still leery of labels. She is a science person, an arts
person, a volunteer, and a paid professional. Everything she has
done in the past “adds up” and informs what she does in the
present. When she turned sixty, she was still trying to figure out
what to do next, when she “grows up.” Not that she feels like a
child, but that there is always time to change and try something
new. It amuses her that others see her as an older, even elderly
woman. She feels like she is “putting something over” on them:

“I'm aware that I'm working in a field where most of the
people are half my age . . . I walk into a room and they think
that I'm a middle-aged or senior citizen and they don’t know
that I'm not. Because inside me is one age, with all the experi-
ences you add on to it. The perception of myself is not in terms
of years. It’s that kind of thing, you know, that when they look at
you they think one thing, and you know inside that’s so funny.”

IN TRANSITION:
FROM VOLUNTEERING TO THE
PAID WORKPLACE

Changing the way others see them and the way they see
themselves must have been especially hard for the next genera-
tion of women, those who came of age in the 1950s. They were
defined exclusively by their sex, conditioned to conform to rigid
sexual stereotypes, from the beginning. The sorrows and hard-
ships of war notwithstanding, there were some advantages to
being a young woman in the 1940s. Opportunities for women
were expanded, briefly: Law schools suddenly had “plenty of



122 WOMEN VOLUNTEERING

room” for them, business and industry needed their services,
and as long as their husbands were at war they could not be
stigmatized for earning money. Zelda Goldstein probably had
more freedom to grow up during the three years her husband
spent in the service than she would have had as a young woman
ten or fifteen years later. That a woman would want to work for
money and deviate from the path of marriage and full-time
motherhood, out of choice and not necessity, was practically
unthinkable in the fifties. “Of course, some college women
never marry,” said one woman’s writer, Marguerite Wykoff
Zapolean, in 1956. “Many circumstances can interfere with
marriage, notably wars, depression, and illnesses.”}

I have always been grateful that I was born too late for the
1950s, just in time to pass through my teens in the sixties. I was
ten years old in 1959; looking back, it seems like a narrow
escape. The ideal middle-class woman starting out in the 1950s,
with or without a college degree, was tracked directly into
marriage; only an Act of God—war, depression, or illness—
could derail her. She never had the chance to test herself out-
side the home when she was young, except perhaps through
volunteering: It wasn’t the chance her husband had, to “build
the kind of career that starts at twenty-one and is lifetime,” but
it released her from the deadening routine of domesticity. It
gave her something else to do and something else to think
about.

The next interviews are with two of these women. Now in
their middle to late forties, they have each spent nearly twenty
years caring for their families and volunteering; one has also
worked at part-time paying jobs. With their children grown,
both are now in the midst of a decision about what to do for
themselves professionally, a decision neither had the opportu-
nity to make as a college girl in the 1950s. For women of their
class and generation, the transition from motherhood and vol-
unteering to a full-time professional career seems to me to have
a special poignancy.

t Marguerite Wykoff Zapolean, The College Girl Looks Ahead, New York, 1956,
p. 14.
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CHARLOTTE ANDREWS

“I married and came of age before the Women’s Movement

. . in the 1950s,” says Charlotte Andrews. “Work yourself
back into that mind-set . . . the only acceptable option was to
marry, because a woman who did not was going to be regarded
as either a tramp or an old maid . . . The jobs that were open
to women in the fifties and the kind of work that you did if you
worked was not what you would have done had you gone to
professional school and been a lawyer or a doctor or a profes-
sional . . . When you say, did you miss work—most of what my
generation did in the way of working was not to be missed,
particularly.”

Charlotte married relatively late for her generation, at
twenty-four, after college and one year of graduate school—she
has a master’s in English—and after two years of work as an
editor for a university press. Now in her late forties, she has
three children, one in college, and a husband of twenty years
who has always supported the family by himself. He has been
practicing law, as a partner in a Connecticut law firm. She has
been raising their children, and volunteering for the PTA, the
League of Women Voters, and on the boards of various social
service and community agencies. She is a studious woman who
is also “always doing a lot of little stuff”” of her own on the side,
like writing poetry or teaching herself New Testament Greek.
Charlotte knows that in another life she might have been a
college professor, a lawyer, or a minister—her ambition now is
to go to Yale Divinity School. She is acutely aware that hers, so
far, has been a “very conventional Second Sex life.”

She has survived, and “somehow got past worrying about it or
feeling defeated by it or feeling sold or taken.” There were
times when she felt frustrated and “unfulfilled . . . all that
stuff,” particularly in her thirties, but looking back now, “some-
what dispassionately,” she describes her life over the past
twenty years as an inevitable and not unhappy compromise.
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Women were tracked into marriage by social pressures and the
lack of professional opportunities; family life required certain
sacrifices of them that Charlotte is not, on balance, sorry to have
made. It seems to her that it could not have happened any other
way:

“As a married woman of my generation you were absorbed
into this other life, and I can say now that you’ve given up a
lifetime in a sense . . . You gave up a career . . . the kind of
career that starts at twenty-one and is lifetime . . . I did not
have that, and I will never have it, and I gave it up and I regret
it. But I'm glad as long as I had children that I did it that way
. . . As I look back on it, I don’t regret it for the children, as
long as I had children. And I don’t regret that I had children. It
is an extremely interesting experience.”

It was at least as interesting as the kinds of jobs that were
open to her as a young woman in the late fifties. Charlotte had
what was considered a “good job,” as an editor, but it was not
particularly satisfying: “It was not . . . what I would have
done, myself, if I'd done something myself.” She can’t be sure
today what she would have done or become—there was never
the chance to find out—and, looking back, Charlotte can only
see other people’s “prescriptions” for her and social conven-
tions she might have followed in choosing a profession.

When she was in college, her “perception” was that “if I had
been a man, I would have gone to law school.” It is “interest-
ing,” she adds, that “the first thing that happened to me was
that I started going with someone in law school, to whom I'm
married, and I quickly became aware that I would not have
been suited [to law], that I would have had a lot of trouble with
it.” It is interesting to me that, at twenty-one, she imagined
what she might have become had she only been a man, without
feeling cheated or angry about her status as a woman. It wasn’t
like that then, she says; it didn’t occur to you to get angry.

The other prescription—to be a college professor—was much
closer to her heart and came from her mother, who had re-
ceived a doctorate in English from Yale in the 1920s and headed
the English department of a small midwestern college. She had
been widowed young and raised two children, Charlotte and
her sister, by herself, with the help of Charlotte’s grandmother:
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“Had I satisied my mother’s goals, she had two . . . she re-
ally did want us to marry . . . I think she wanted us protected
and cared for . . . but if you could have done both, I think she
would have had me repeat her career. I would have gotten a
Ph.D. in English and I would have written books . . . I would
have loved that . . . Nothing other than that would have satis-
fied my sense of what I was supposed to do . . . All the other
stuff was little jobs . . . I had this crazy sense that I was the
mother of young children and if I was to do anything it was to be
a college professor.”

The strongest prescription and the one that prevailed was to
marry. Even Charlotte’s mother did not believe it would be
possible for her daughter to have the career she envisioned for
her. “Her sense was that her generation had a great deal more
freedom coming out of school in the 1920s than we did.” Char-
lotte had the inclination and the credentials to pursue an aca-
demic career—she graduated summa cum laude from a Seven
Sisters college—but the drive to do it was drummed out of her;
it was never presented as a possibility. Even her women profes-
sors, of her mother’s generation, “realized that what was true
for them wasn’t true for us . . . When I was coming out of
college, the notion of a woman living either sexually indepen-
dent and not married or having no sexual life was not tenable.
And all of us knew that.” Today, it still does not occur to Char-
lotte to suggest that she might have combined an academic
career with marriage: as soon as you married you started having
babies and stopped working, at least for money; the family
came first.

So Charlotte married and had three children, but only after
completing her master’s and spending at least a few years in the
work force. Having been raised by a single, widowed mother,
she knew that you had to be prepared to look out for yourself. “I
had that mother. It was very clear that it was not safe not to
have an employment . . . that risk that you might have chil-
dren and then have your husband die . . . It had happened to
my mother and it was important to her that we have that mas-
ter’s before marriage . . . I definitely had that sense that I
should be employable. But more because I might have to go to
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work if something happened to my husband than that I was
independently going to develop my whole life or career.”

Educated women of her generation wereina “bind . . . ina
funny kind of box” when it came to even thinking about work.
There was a vast difference between what you would have done
if you’d been born a man and what was possible for you as a
woman. You tended to identify with your husband: “One’s sense
of oneself, coming out of that educational process, is that one
should have done what all our husbandsdiddo . . . If youwere
gonna do it, that’s what you should have done . . . Women my
age . . . have this problem . .. their sense of what they
should do is very grandiose in relation to what’s realistic—if
they were to work, what they should do is something compara-
ble to what their husbands are doing . . . Not having that,
almost anything else wasn’t right either.” In some ways, she
says, this becomes another trap for women, a “psychological
barrier” between them and the work force. The choices avail-
able to you seem so “menial.” If you don’t have to work, if there
is nothing pushing you, like a divorce, you never get started,
and never even try.

What you do, instead, is create “alternatives” for yourself
within the limits of family life: You volunteer. Charlotte began
when her children started nursery school, “doing the sorts of
things that young mothers do.” It was a reflex; she did it auto-
matically: “I don’t think I thought very much about it, except
that it was very clear to me that I always wanted to get some-
thing out of it . . . And so I did all sorts of things that came my
way because of the children’s experience. Only I always did the
part that had some intellectual content to it. So that, for in-
stance, on a school PTA . . . I would be the liaison to the Board
of Education, which means that I covered public meetings and I
spoke on behalf of the PTA . . . And I joined the League of
Women Voters and I did a lot of that kind of stuff because it was
interesting . . . For a period of time a lot of things went to-
gether, the work that I did for the elementary school PTA and
the League of Women Voters, and I was active in the Demo-
cratic Party—and all of that taught me about government in
town, and a small amount of government on a state level, and
about . . . the whole political process and how people function
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in it and what they look like when they’re doing it. I learned an
immense amount and it is something you never forget . . .
Eventually I was willing to serve on boards—the one that I have
[served on] recently is the board of a social service agency, and I
was president of that . . . I learned a great many skills . . .
The social service agency has to work with the town bureau-
cracy and the town council . . . I can go into one of those
meetings where you’re presenting your budget and it is very
clear to me very quickly what is going on at that table .
You’ve seen it once and you know what’s going on. You never
lose it.”

Charlotte chose her work instinctively. “I didn’t think it
through, not the way someone today thinks through—how
would volunteer work fit in with some career . . . It’s interest-
ing that I never was really willing to work on any kind of wom-
en’s auxiliary and I was never willing to work in any kind of
structure where there wasn’t a power structure and you had the
power. I can now look back and realize that I was never on the
women’s auxiliary board of a hospital or a church and I never
did anything where it was in a kind of advisory committee . . .
They don’t really have any power.” But she was not aware of
making this distinction at the time or of the fact that she was
acquiring skills. All that she was aware of doing was putting her
children first, before her work. She needed the freedom of
volunteering, she needed to be able to control her time: “You
were making a value judgment, without any question, that I was
conscious of. When my children were young, I absolutely put
them first . . . I was just, in a sense, filling in time along with
family life in a way that didn’t seem to threaten that life.”

Having made this decision and sacrificed a career to her chil-
dren, watching them grow up and leave was hard. It wasn’t fair.
It was the only thing about married life that made her “really
angry.”

“It was an adjustment to have children and to give yourself to
do that . . . Early child care is difficult and it has a lot of de-
pression connected with it and you only understand it after it’s
over. I can’t see that women have gotten a lot better at that—
when I look at young mothers, it seems to me they make all the
same mistakes we did, of basically not getting out enough . . .
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There is just something that sucks youin . . . it’s very absorb-
ing and it finally takes all your energy . . . It’s an adjustment
while you're doing it . . . So you do it and then you have to
undo it and both of them are painful . . . Seeing my children
were gonna leave . . . I really got angry.”

For a few years, in her thirties and early forties, the anger was
directed at “that male world” that had relegated her to the
home. She describes it now as a passing phase, as if the “male
world” was only a convenient scapegoat for the problems of
adulthood. “I went through a period of just not knowing how I
was going to cope with where I was . . . I felt helpless.” She
feels now that she has “sorted out the issues clearly”—she has, at
least, an idea about her future, and the anger has passed; it was
“not realistic” to blame her problems on her sex: “No one has
any real freedom. Every child is shaped unfairly by his parents
. . . I think people in their forties do a lot of crying one way or
another, I don’t think it matters if they’re men or women. I
think it happens whichever path you take.”

The men of her generation were just as “severely socialized,

. aslocked in” as the women. “If I look at my husband’s life,
he’s had very little opportunity to develop himself as a person.
And he won’t if he’s going to pay his bills for the next thirteen
years. And I think that’s true of most men who are working to

. . support family and children . . . A lot of men feel like
drones . . . basically they feel that they are working like dogs
to keep some lady dressed and happy . . . So if they feel that
way and women feel the way women feel, then . . . what
you're talking about is the whole shebang.”

Lately Charlotte has been talking more to men, about their
lives, about the kinds of things she has always talked about with
women. For the first time in her life, she has a few of her own
male friends; it is interesting. When you spend all your time
volunteering and raising children, all your friends and col-
leagues are women. “It’s not healthy. It’s not whole.” She enjoys
listening to men for a change. “You get the other half of the
whole picture.”

In the best of all worlds, patterns for men and women would
be fluid and flexible, and Charlotte would like to believe that
“what we are moving towards is something that is a lot healthier
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. . . Women will be earning and men will have the freedom to
drop out sometime . . . and do genuine child care.” But it does
not seem likely. Charlotte’s sympathy for men who “have been
made to carry very heavy burdens,” has not erased her mistrust
of the ways in which they may abuse their power over women
in the work force. She is afraid women have only made “token
gains” that men “have the freedom to eliminate,” and that they
will be sorely tempted to do so as the economy worsens. She
does not believe that women have very much power of their
own; they owe their token gains to the “beneficence” of men, to
a kind of charity. “As it gets uglier . . . men will be less kindly
. . . The women’s movement is something men could turn
around very easily.” Charlotte has not been “defeated” by her
“Second Sex life,” and she is no longer angry about it; she is
merely resigned.

Child-rearing also seems to her like an insurmountable obsta-
cle to the professional advancement of women. Men who suc-
ceed in the professions and in corporate America, like the
young lawyers in her husband’s firm, work excruciatingly long
days, six or seven days a week, she says. And “as long as there
are men who will do that, as long as there are men who will live
that way, women will be in a subservient category in the work-
ing world, until women are willing to say, “We will not have
children.” ” Perhaps she cannot imagine women combining this
kind of career commitment with children because she is con-
vinced that it is crucial for a child to have one non-working
parent, and, in her world, that parent has always been the
woman. Charlotte has given up a lot for her children; she has to
believe it was for the best and does not think in terms of full-
time child care or day care as an equal alternative to full-time
motherhood. It also does not occur to her that “career women”
seeking equality with men in the work force can take time out
to have their children later, once they have established them-
selves professionally—but she welcomes the suggestion. There
is an advantage to having children late: “You will not have a
mid-life crisis when you have teen-agers in the house. That is
what is happening in this old traditional pattern . . . everyone
in the house is crying . . . everyone is in tears at the same
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moment. It’s very very funny. It makes for very funny behav-
ior.”

It would be good, she agrees, “to see a little bit of every-
thing,” but in the meantime she has stopped crying; she is as
content as she believes anyone has a right or opportunity to be,
and she does not envy her husband’s financial responsibilities or
powers. Charlotte has missed having a lifetime career, because
she would have liked to have made a full-time, lifetime commit-
ment to work, not because she has missed being paid. She has
always had her own reasons for volunteering, found her own
rewards in it, and has never felt exploited. And, she has always
believed in her ability to support herself if something ever
happened to her husband. “I have no doubt in my mind that I
would manage fine if Bill died tomorrow . . . Because that’s
what I saw. I did not see women not managing without men.”
The point of going to divinity school is not to increase her
earning power; given her educational background and volun-
teer experience, Charlotte is confident that she doesn’t need
another degree to find a job. “I could teach in a secondary
school right now. I could teach English . . . I could get a job as
executive director of some agency.” Divinity school is some-
thing Charlotte wants for herself, instinctively. It feels like what
“she would have gravitated to” on her own, twenty years ago,
“if society hadn’t had a whole set of prescriptions for me.” She
wants to do pastoral counseling and “actual ministry work™ and
will do it for free, if she must, if she can “really” do it: “It is the
most closed world for women . . . the last bastion . . . Money .
is not a big issue . . . Aslong as I am getting to do what I want
to do and if I'm doing it with a skill base, I would be content to
volunteer for the rest of my life.”

Charlotte thinks her plan must “really sound bizarre” to me.
It is off-track—"“experimental”—and there is “no apparent rea-
son” for her to want this. It is not yet clear to her “what it will
come to,” how it will work out: “I may just go back to teach in
high school or I may end up trying to write for the local newspa-
per. But I think if I do, I will do it with more conviction, some-
how. I just have to experiment a little bit with this . . . I need
this for myself.”
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NANCY ROLLINS

For the past twenty years Nancy Rollins has been raising five
children and building a professional life for herself from “bits
and pieces” of paid work and volunteering, in nursing, commu-
nity services, and, recently, as president of an alcohol and drug
awareness group for parents of teen-agers. She started a nursing
career in her early twenties, set it aside to marry, and, since
then, has not had the time or energy left over from family life
for a full-time career commitment. She has always looked for
flexibility and independence in her work, and control over its
demands on her time. “I try and burn the candle at both ends,
play it both ways. I guess that’s why volunteering suits a need
for me.” Like Charlotte Andrews, Nancy, at forty-five, misses
the person she might have become had she pursued a career in
nursing twenty-five years ago; volunteering has helped com-
pensate for that loss in a way that her family never could. She
has “enjoyed” her children and “receives a lot from them,” but
has always needed to work outside the home “to find something
out about myself.”

“You go from . . . school to getting married and having a
family . . . like we did in the fifties . . . and you don’t have
that opportunity to get out and explore what it is you really can
do and what your strengths are . . . Then that part of you lies
dormant for a great number of years . . . There are potentials
and resources in myself that I haven’t developed over the years
that are beginning to surface through volunteer work.”

At first, volunteering was primarily a way to meet other
mothers of young children. Shortly after she married and began
having babies, Nancy joined a women’s club in suburban New
Jersey. It was “service-oriented”—she was involved in establish-
ing a tape lending library at a school for the blind—but the
social connections it gave her were at least as important as the
work. Without them, the early years of child rearing would
have been lonelier and much more difficuit:
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“I found other women who were in the same situation. There
was a lot of camaraderie and support. We were all home . . .
As difficult as it was, there was a lot of good and a lot of growth
and a lot of security in those years, and a lot of support from
other women my age. And that’s something that’s very precious
to me. I treasure that memory.”

The women’s club was enough for Nancy until her children
“began to get older™: “At some point” along the way, she began
to need “something a little more than volunteering . . . Ifelt]
needed to go back into nursing.” The family moved to Connect-
icut and, instead of joining another club, Nancy looked for a
nursing job—part-time; her children were still “really very de-
manding.” She needed “banker’s hours” and, having been “out
for so long,” she needed to be retrained. Job prospects were “a
little depressing . . . I went back to hospitals and I really
couldn’t sell myself on the terms I wanted to work . . . I tried
to volunteer as a nurse in the hospital and there was no such
animal as a volunteer nurse. There were too many liabilities.

“I wound up working in a nursing home . . . It’s a little bit
easier to move into nursing through a nursing home . . . It’s
not a high level of crisis-oriented nursing care . . . They wel-
comed me with open arms . . . they took my life experiences
as worthwhile . . . I went into a paying job and worked at that
for four years . . . part-time.”

Working part-time was frustrating. “There were many things
that needed to be done and you cannot have that effective an
input two or three days a week.” Nancy wanted to organize the
nurses “to talk about the issues that were troubling them”—job-
related issues and problems in patient care. “I even approached
my paying job as a volunteer effort . . . I'saw a need to develop
a nursing association there—a place where the nurses could
come and talk about the issues, so a couple of us got together
and we developed a professional nurses’ group. We’d meet once
a month and we’d raise issues and we’d discuss them and try to
problem-solve. And I think that was fairly effective.”

But even a part-time job put some strain on Nancy’s family
life and left her feeling “torn” between conflicting obligations.
Her children ranged from elementary school to high school age;
the youngest, a girl, was in the second grade and “didn’t really
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like it very much” when her mother went to work. “That gave
me a lot of guilt. I had a lot of trouble with that. But I just felt
this need . . . It was my turn.” She depended on her oldest
daughter, in her early teens, to “cover the house at times,” and
it was hard on her too: “I think maybe there were times that she
needed to talk and I wasn’t here, and I have trouble with that.”
Her two sons, both in high school, didn’t mind their mother’s
absence, nor, it seems, were they asked to “cover” for her. “On
the whole,” none of the kids were “scarred” by the experience.
It probably made a deeper and more lasting impression on their
mother:

“I can really sympathize with women who struggle with that
guilt of having to be out there and working and wondering
what’s going on and how to juggle it. I think it’s a tremendously
difficult thing to do . . . People who are successful at it have a
very high energy level and not everybody has that . . . I have
a lot of respect for women who are out there and seem to be
doing both very well. Maybe that’s because I feel I couldn’t do
it.”

Nancy is hard on herself for not doing everything. Her best
friend is a nurse, with “a very respectable administrative job” in
a California hospital and five children of her own:

“We raised our kids together . . . and somehow I think of
her as a role model . . . She went into nursing full-time, got a
degree, and is now vice-president of the hospital in charge of
nursing services. I just have tremendous respect for her because
she’s doing everything so well . . . As far as I can see, her kids
are solid. She’s very happy with what she’s doing and she
wouldn’t want to do it any other way. It was always very impor-
tant for her to be in nursing. It was never that important for me,
I guess. It was more important to be at home, to have the
flexibility of shifting from one thing to another.”

“I just did not feel that I could handle what I wanted to at
home and on the job. I just didn’t have the energy, the dedica-
tion, the drive, or whatever it took, or wasn’t motivated . . . I
have always been frustrated about going back to school—feel-
ing that I should have and never did.”

After four years at the nursing home, Nancy wanted to get
out of nursing care and into an administrative job, but she
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would have had to go back to school to do it. She had to decide:
“Should I go back to school and track into nursing? And when I
looked at it, it was so terribly expensive . . . and I was at this
point trying to put my own kids through college . . . It be-
came very expensive . . . to go back for your bachelor’s, and
then you really have to go on for your master’s. You must go on
to the next level. And I just had so many other interests. I wasn’t
sure I wanted to put all that time and money into it.”

So she retired from nursing, once again. “I did enjoy it for
about four years and then I decided I needed to make another
change.” She came home: “Fortunately I had the luxury to
make that decision. Not everybody can do that.” She became
involved in the PTA, “being a little restless at home and trying
to figure out what would be fulfilling.” Her kids were in junior
high and high school and beginning to get involved in “beer
drinking and keg parties and Senioritis and the whole bit . . .
We were worried about the drinking.” Other mothers in the
PTA had similar worries, and they decided to put together an
“awareness” program for parents on teen-age drinking: “There
was a need and there was a concern and there was an anxiety on
the part of mothers that I was associating with.” Nancy was
program chair; “starting out from nowhere” and working
mostly by herself, she organized a panel of “people in the field”
to discuss alcohol and drug abuse and ways in which parents can
prevent and treat it.

“It was about three months of planning, but it was worth it
because it was very well received—it was much appreciated.”
There were follow-up meetings with people who said they were
“willing to become involved”; they “wound up” with a core
group of about eight women that Nancy organized into a non-
profit parents’ awareness organization; of all the concerned par-
ents “willing to become involved,” it was mothers, not fathers,
who took the lead and “wound up” doing the work:

“It was the women who came forward and said, I will be your
secretary, I will be your treasurer . . . Most of these women
were working . . . one was a nurse friend of mine. Two other
women who had supported me from the beginning had gone
through difficult times with their own children . . . they were
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the backbone for me . . . and gave me direction and helped
me understand what the problems and the needs were.”

Nancy gave them organizational direction; she gave them a
structure. “I brought to them a little bit of leadership and orga-
nizational skills that they were looking for. We worked well
together.” They have been together for about three years,
working with schools, police, and social service agencies in the
community, developing training programs for teachers and
support groups for parents. Nancy puts in about twenty to thirty
hours a week as president of the organization. She has been
lucky with her children, feels “successful as a parent,” and takes
pleasure in her family. She wants to somehow “give back a little
bit” of this to others:

“There’s a lot of pain in families . . . When you’re dealing
with disruptive behavior as a result of drug abuse or alcohol
abuse, you're dealing with a lot of violence and terrible relation-
ships—a real breakdown in love and family relationships, and
there’s a lot of power play that goes on, and it’s just very de-
structive. The ultimate is to put the child out, and that’s a very
difficult thing to do and it’s not always the best answer because
they get in more trouble when they’re out many times . . .
But the parent is so unbelievably frustrated, the parents are
caught up in it emotionally. They need . . . to disengage . .
to be a little more objective and a little more effective . .
they need help.”

Not being paid cash for this work has never been a “problem”
for Nancy. She is “paid in other ways . . . There’s a growth I
see in myself—that is payment for my efforts. There’s a connec-
tion with other people I find rewarding, and a sense of accom-
plishment. All those things take the place of monetary reward.”

But talking about this makes her a little uneasy; she does not
want to sound too holy: “I can afford to have that attitude. I
don’t like to abuse it. I don’t really like to talk about it very
much because I think that some people get defensive, or they’ll
get bitter, or they’ll get resentful . . . So many people are
struggling today to make ends meet. I just think it’s hard in so
many areas—I would just like to contribute something and not
worry about how much money I'm gonna get paid for it.”

Not that she feels she shouldn’t work for money for fear of
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“taking somebody else’s job,” and she would not want to volun-
teer as a nurse, although she once offered to do so in order to be
retrained. It is important for her to be paid for her work as a
nurse and to be paid well. It would have been “demoralizing to
work in the nursing profession as a volunteer . . . Because I
don’t think you’re really accepted in the mainstream . . .
When I was working as a nurse and getting paid, I felt good
about that. In fact, I also felt very strongly that nurses were
underpaid. I wanted to be part of that organization to uplift the
nursing profession. I think they deserve and need more recog-
nition and need more unity, so in that context I would be fight-
ing for more pay . . . I enjoyed being paid and I felt that I was
underpaid. But I don’t resent the volunteer work that I do.”

She is in a productive and satisfying phase of volunteering
now and expects it to continue for another two or three years.
By then she will be ready for a change, again, and there should
be someone in her organization to take her place. She would
like to move on, leaving something behind, “something in place
for someone to continue.”

“Where I move on . . . I really don’t know—once the kids
get off . . . I guess I expect my interests to develop as I move
along because that seems to be the way my life has gone. I
usually get involved in something that’s pertinent to whatever
it is that’s happening in my life at the time. When I had teen-
agers, I got into this . . . Now when they’re off, maybe I'll get
into a grandma group or something.”

With “the kids off,” she’ll have more time to work. Maybe
she’ll get a paying job, maybe she’ll volunteer in a new field—
the local cable TV station has jobs for volunteers, and she would
like to learn “media skills.” Maybe she’ll go back to school.
Nancy is still bothered by what she considers her failure to go
back and establish herself as a nurse and still wants to somehow
make up for what she didn’t do at twenty-five:

“I think I'm disappointed in not having had the opportunity
of reaching my potential in nursing before I got married and
had my children. I think that’s basically something I look back
on and might have wanted to have changed. And I have been
trying to change it for twenty-five years, and I have never really
been successful at it . . . I feel that I should have done it
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twenty years ago . . . But there are so many people who do it,
now, and I don’t have the motivation to get back and do it and I
guess I struggle with that a little. It must be my disappointment
in myself.”

She does “receive a lot of satisfaction” from her volunteering,
but “it’s not the same.” She has “a lot of confidence” in her
capabilities; the problem is not a low self-image:

“I’'m even surprised that I'm revealing this to you because I'm
not really dissatisfied with myself. I think what I'm dissatisfied
with is the fact that I didn’t do what I felt I should’ve done
between twenty and twenty-five. I'm not unhappy with the rest
of my life; it’s just that part of my life that I somehow feel
strongly about . . . I'd feel more complete if I'd completed
something I felt I should have done at that age. Maybe I feel it
would help me now. I don’t know. I am a little confused as to
why I feel like that. You know I'm satisfied with the ability I
have. I get a lot of satisfaction from what I'm able to give. I'm
satisfied with the return I get from people. I don’t know
whether any of this makes any sense to you.”

Still, while women in her generation “struggle with career
goals and how to get back to work at forty,” Nancy thinks
“there’s a greater problem for the young girls coming up now,”
the “career-oriented” women in their twenties and thirties.
“They reach all their potential, get all their education, postpone
their family. The terrible crisis they face at thirty-two—or
whenever it is they decide to have their family and give it all up
—must be just as painful.” She assumes it must be “given up.”
She has never been able to figure out a way to do both. How are
women in my generation managing, she asks. What is it like for
them? What will it be like for her daughter, who is training for a
career in computer science and expects to raise a family? Nancy
hopes she can be everything—"“wife, mother, and career per-
son.”

“We talk about it because I'm really very curious about how
she feels. And I tell her how I feel and what went on in the
fifties, and what we did and how comfortable I was with it, and
that there are certain realities in the eighties and that she’s
gonna have to be a little better prepared than I was. I was lucky
I wasn’t widowed or divorced or something and needed to go
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out and support myself. That is a reality that [she’s] gonna have
to prepare for; it would be stupid not to.”

“Basically, she wants to get married and have children . . .
At one point I was very concerned about that, I was concerned
that she would almost want to get married and not reach some
of her potential. But now she wants to postpone that a little bit
and go out and work . . . I think she wants to have a career in
terms of being able to support herself and fulfilling herself and
knowing that she can do something and grounding herself in
some profession . . . Kids change very quickly and that’s good,
that means growth . . . At one point I thought she’d be com-
ing home after college for a year or so, which I said they could
all do for a year and then . . . they don’t get thrown out but I
would encourage them to get an apartment . . . Now she’s
looking to go where ajobis . . . Her motivation is to get in her
own apartment and have enough money . . . She wants the
independence. She really wants the independence to control
her own life. I don’t think she has felt in control of her own life
yet. I think she feels dependent on her family and her father
. . . And she really wants to get out.”

She knows it will be easier for her sons: “I often think how
eagsy it is for a man to be on track . . . with the whole support
system they have around them. And it’s one of the things I try
and convey to the girls, at least my college student, and that’s
why I feel it’s so important that she feel comfortable and secure
. . . because she’s . . . gonna have to have the flexibility and
. . . provide the balance in the family to make it all work. I
don’t think the male population is ready to accept creating that
balance. I don’t think they understand what that balance is. I
kid my boys about it.

“I feel so strongly about this because I've been such a strong
support system for my own husband. And my own particular
generation of friends that started out—we’ve all had husbands
that have gone on to create very satisfying careers for them-
selves. But I'm not sure that would’ve happened as it did with-
out the kind of support they got. And I don’t mean somebody
being a corporate wife . . . [but]just allowing them to do what
was important for them to accomplish what they needed to
accomplish . . . running the house and putting clean socks in
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the drawer. They never have to worry about what am I gonna
eat for breakfast and who’s gonna press my pants.

“I would not encourage my daughters to go the route I did. I
don’t think it would be economically feasible. It’s a very differ-
ent world and I think they have to be just a little better pre-
pared for it. I'd really like to see my girls reach their potential,
whatever it is, however long it takes them.”

THE NEW GENERATION:
VOLUNTEERING BY CHOICE

Not many daughters are being trained for full-time volun-
teering anymore. They are expected to go to work for money, at
least for a while, and always to have something to fall back on. It
is primarily a matter of necessity—they have to be “better pre-
pared” than their mothers were—but it is also a matter of pride.

The decision to volunteer to the exclusion of paid work is an
especially difficult one for middle- and upper-class women of
my generation, the first to come of age along with the contem-
porary women’s movement. We started out career-bound, in
college, with a mission—to break into the male professional
world, en masse, for what felt like the first time. Fifteen years
ago feminism was a relatively new phenomenon, and the new
ideal it posited for women was just beginning to gain accep-
tance. To us, the volunteer tradition represented an old ideal
that had held women back and kept them at home: it was an
obstacle to our professional success. If we had a party line, it
was, in general, opposed to volunteer work, just as the party line
of the past opposed paid work for women.

This attitude has had an inevitable effect on the volunteers
among us and generated mutual distrust and disrespect be-
tween those of us who work for money and those who don'’t. In
interviewing volunteers, I encountered more initial resistance
and defensiveness from women my own age than from older or
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younger ones. As an unmarried “professional” woman, I was
expected to “look down” on them and their volunteering—as if
the different choices we’d made between professional and fam-
ily life put us in not just different but opposing camps. What
they seemed to expect from me was peer group disapproval,
because it is often what they get from peers who are feminists
and paid professionals.

Volunteering makes you a “second-class citizen,” says thirty-
four-year-old Laurie Marcus. You need an excuse for doing it;
volunteering is not considered work. A woman like Laurie is not
taken seriously by paid working women her own age, who look
at her in wonderment and ask, “What do you do with yourself
all day?”

It is a question she is bound to ask herself. Because of the
pressure to pursue a paid career, the educated, leisure-class,
thirty- or thirty-five-year-old woman of today following a tradi-
tional pattern of marriage, motherhood, and volunteering is
likely to have made a much more deliberate decision to volun-
teer than her counterpart of twenty or thirty years ago. “My
generation didn’t look in,” says fifty-five-year-old Dorothy
Harnack. Women who grew up in an age of consciousness rais-
ing do. And they have to “look in” on the decision to volunteer
precisely because volunteering is no longer a reflex for women.

The next three women interviewed, all volunteers in their
early to middle thirties, have not fulfilled the ideal for our
generation. They are constantly asked to explain themselves
and their volunteering; it is not what they were supposed to do.
We imagine all volunteers to be over forty-five or fifty at least;
how does one in her thirties imagine herself?

LAURIE MARCUS

Six years ago Laurie Marcus was teaching in an elementary
school in California, supporting her family. At twenty-eight, she
had a two-year-old son and a husband in graduate school, and
had been teaching full-time for seven years. She stopped when
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her daughter was born—“A sick baby [who] required a consid-
erable amount of attention.” Laurie came home, and her hus-
band went out looking for a job. He found one teaching math in
an Eastern university, left school, and finished his Ph.D.
“through the mail.” The family resettled in a Massachusetts
suburb, and for the past six years Laurie has been looking after
her children and volunteering—first as a board member and
teacher at a co-op nursery school, later in the local elementary
school, as chair of the town historical commission, at her church,
and for the League of Women Voters. Someday she may go back
to work for money; now she needs the flexibility of volunteering
and time for her children, particularly her six-year-old daugh-
ter, who is fighting off a childhood cancer. But she also needs
work that is “totally” her own, that has “nothing to do with
being a wife and mother,” and she enjoys the “give and take” of
volunteering, in simple jobs like helping out with day care at
her church, exchanging services for services or simply apprecia-
tion, instead of cash:

“If you’re paid to do something, you're required to do it. I'm
giving of myself . . . some people value that . . . Somehow if
you take care of someone’s child for them so they can go off and
listen to the church service . . . and you give that child some
affection and love, there is gratitude there . . . They appreci-
ate that you’ve given that and you benefit from that apprecia-
tion aswell . . . IfI were paid to baby-sit, I would be the baby-
sitter. I feel I could go to those same people when I need help.
It’s a family substitute in some sense. We have had occasion over
the last few years when we’ve had to ask numerous people for
help. You have a lot of needs when you have a very sick child,
and, in a way, [volunteering] is an opportunity to pay that back.
I also don’t think it’s possible in the modern world to pay every-
one for everything they do.”

Still, Laurie is surprised that someone wants to interview her
for a book about volunteering. She doesn’t think of herself as a
volunteer: it is a name for housewives from another generation.
She considers herself a working woman and has chosen her
volunteer jobs carefully, in accord with her professional inter-
ests and goals as well as her personal needs and those of her
family. Working at the co-op nursery school, her first experience
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volunteering, was a way for Laurie to meet other young moth-
ers in the community when she moved in, and it was good for
the children. Her historical commission work reflects an inter-
est in history and preservation and should, she hopes, enable
her to get a paying job in the field without going back for an
advanced degree. Teaching Sunday school keeps her skills “in
tone” in case she decides to go back to teaching, and she enjoys
being part of the Church community. It is a Unitarian church
and, she says, attracts a “talk-oriented group of people . . . you
discuss ideas . . . and talk about world events . . . For some-
one who is at home with small children a lot, it’s a very good
place to be.” Her work in the public school, serving on curricu-
lum committees and sometimes helping out in the classroom, is
for her children, but she also believes that, as a teacher, she has
“something to offer” other parents. Working for the League of
Women Voters is simply interesting, and she has always been
active politically.

Laurie thinks her work is good for her and the community: It
is satisfying and, she says, socially responsible: “I can’t think of
anything I've volunteered for that I don’t consider [has] some-
thing in it for myself. My time is valuable and I want to be sure
it’s placed in something growth-producing, helpful, and pro-
ductive . . . I consider myself to be leaving something better
off than if I had never touched it . . . I don’t replace anyone
who’s ever been paid for doing what I do, I know that. It would
matter to me. I'm the one who won’t cross the picket line at the
grocery store . . . I don’t do scab labor . . . Jobs are im-
mensely scarce and people are fighting to find anything they
can do to make ends meet . . . I do not have to go to work
right now . . . I volunteer for things I know will not be done
by anyone except volunteers . . . Istill have the enjoyment of
being heavily involved . . . The only thing I don’t have is the
paycheck.”

It is maddening to Laurie to be “looked down on” by paid
professional women because she volunteers. She lives in a com-
munity of well-educated, professional people, where volunteer-
ing is low-status work, particularly among the women. It is only
“one step above stay[ing] home.” Even the women she meets at
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the League of Women Voters, most of whom have outside pay-
ing jobs, have an “attitude” toward Laurie’s volunteering:

“The people I come into contact with there are very inter-
ested in the kinds of jobs they do that are recompensed. There’s
a lot of lawyers, a lot of teachers who are working, doctors, a lot
of people who in real terms are recognized by society—as hav-
ing very high-powered jobs, and they know it. And they are
justifiably proud of it because most of them have scrounged like
hell to get where they are and frequently with great odds
against them.”

They don’t consider Laurie a professional and have little re-
spect for her work: “They don’t necessarily come out and say it;
They will say things like, ‘Well, you’re not working . . .” [or]
‘Oh, you do volunteer work.”” Laurie feels stigmatized and is
angry about being judged and always put on the defensive by
other women: “People [I know] who are in my situation who
aren’t working . . . generally have a lot of good reasons why
they aren’t working. I try to spend very little time justifying
why I’'m not, because I frankly consider it to be my business.”

She would, however, like to talk about her work with friends,
and the ones who have paid professional jobs have the same
attitude toward volunteering:

“The town government, which is heavily male-dominated,
gives out more strokes for volunteering than most of my women
friends give me for the work I do. And you would sort of expect
. . . that [friends] would stroke each other . . . People who I
value highly will tell me, ‘You sure spend a lot of time on junk’—
Junk! When they don’t even really know [what]Ido . . . even
though I would like to explain.” Sometimes, some “historical
buff” will want to hear about her work for the historical com-
mission, but her own friends rarely do. Even her sister, a suc-
cessful and well-paid actress, “wouldn’t dream” of asking Lau-
rie about her work. “She considers me to be a housewife, home
taking care of the kids. And is not really interested in what I do
beyond that . . . It does become kind of painful, hurtful.”

Most of the support Laurie gets for volunteering comes from
her husband and children. What they think is important to her,
and she likes to believe she is giving her daughter a positive
image of women, as versatile and productive people:
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“My husband and kids think what I do is really good. My son,
at age eight, thinks it’s absolutely wonderful that his mother is
the chair of a commission. He brags about it to everyone. He
thinks for his mother to be in charge of something is a real
measure of something valuable. I've thought about this a lot
because I have a little girl who is very bright and fantastic and I
have high aspirations for her to be able to try and do whatever
she would like . . . I want to be sure that when she looks at me,
she sees someone who is also productive.”

There is no doubt in Laurie’s mind that she is just as produc-
tive volunteering as she would be in a paying job. “I'm teaching
my children valuable skills, providing something for the world,
and keeping my mind going . . . People continually change
and grow and the only way to keep that going is to keep yourself
stimulated one way or another, whether you're paid for it or
you volunteer.” This is a “major push” for Laurie to keep on
volunteering. She has seen too many women “withdraw into
their homes.” She saw it happen to her mother:

“My mother did no volunteer work. She was a homemaker,
always home when I got home from school, very steady in that
respect. When the children left home she really had nothing
left to do. She had four kids; we’ve all been gone from home
over fifteen years. She really has nothing to do. I think it was
very hard for her when everyone left. I believe it was also mixed
with some relief. But I think my mother at this point . . . is
unable to change her life . . . Sheisnot a happy personin . . .
a productive or particularly interested life . . . Ithink it comes
from being confined in your house. My mother, for example,
will not drive a car anymore, although she drove when I was a
child. She simply decided one day that she couldn’t leave the
house to drive the car anymore . . . It’s very secure to be at
home all the time. I think there are women . . . so secure in
their homes they can’t leave.”

Laurie considers herself a feminist and sees volunteering as a
way of connecting to the outside world, instead of hiding from
it, while her children are young and need her. She is not afraid
to leave the house and go to work, she knows she can support
herself, and doesn’t feel she is living off her husband:

“For the first eight years of my marriage we had a reverse
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situation. He stayed home as a graduate student; he wasn’t
getting paid for it, and I was employed. And he never felt it was
my money; he always felt it was our money . . . At this point
. . . I don’t consider it his money, I consider it our money.”

Her husband also volunteers, in a local high school computer
program and on a computer science committee of their chil-
dren’s elementary school. When they were in the co-op nurs-
ery, he took days off from work to share “parent helping” re-
sponsibilities there with Laurie. They have tried not to
sexualize paid work and volunteering, not to fall prey to the
belief that “your worth is less because you’re not employed for
money.”

It was easier at Berkeley, Laurie says, than it is in a commu-
nity of educated, Eastern professionals. At Berkeley, “People
really didn’t care too much what you did.” Now she is con-
stantly reproached for volunteering; social pressures to get a job
are strong, and she may soon succumb:

“A point comes where one is no longer quite satisfied with
doing everything they do and not getting paid forit . . . Ina
society that values the dollar as much as this one does, there is
not a tremendous, high regard for people who don’t get paid for
what they do.”

In the meantime, she does what she can to make people
recognize her work: “I do tell people that Ido work . . . If you
walk up to someone and ... say, ‘Well, 'm volunteering
. . . , that’s going to put them off fast . . . When I talk about
the commission, I always introduce myself as a member of the
commission or . . . as chair of the commission and proceed to
discuss the work we do . . . what it is we accomplish.”

It is still hard to get past the question of money: “Even with
that . . . people will say, ‘Is this a volunteer group? Are you
paid?’ It’s important for them to know that, and that has always
struck me as very funny. And then once they know that, they
have you categorized . . . it gets infuriating at times . . . You
have a lot of self-confidence and understanding about what
you’re doing and why . . . but it is hard to resist this bombard-
ment of other people not recognizing it—from the outside.

“If you say, I'm a lawyer, or I'm a social worker, or I'm a
teacher, people say, ‘Oh, what an interesting life . . .” I would
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like to be able to say to people that I'm a very busy person—I
work for the historical commission, I work for the church, I do
these things—and have someone say (and some people do),
‘What an interesting life.” ”

MICKEY LOGAN

Mickey Logan began her volunteer career about three years
ago, hoping “to follow my own interests . . . to center myself
and find out what it is that I want.” At thirty-two, she had been a
high school teacher for ten years and had just given birth to her
second child. She was ready for a career change, wanted to
spend time with her children, and decided to give herself five
years out of the paid work force. First, she signed up for a music
course: “I love to sing. I always had star fantasies.” But she was
soon immersed in a demanding, full-time volunteer job as
chairperson of the local co-op nursery school that one of her
children attends, in suburban Boston. It was an opportunity “to
do something administrative in education . . . It was nice to
be working behind the scenes and being the teacher advocate
rather than the teacher . . . Ifelt it was a nice move for me. I
saw it as a place to experiment with something.”

It was also a challenge. Being asked to chair the school board
was “surprising, flattering,” and “very scary . . . Ireally didn’t
know anything about running the school. I had mixed feelings
about taking it. But I also didn’t know anyone else who could do
it any better.

“The first year it just took all my time. Every day, something.
Every day—and nights. I mean, there were meetings that went
four hours in the afternoon. That’s how I met this woman who
baby-sits for me. She’s on the board. And I said, Joan, I can’t
cope, you know. I've got to have some help.” And she started
taking Lisa. And, oh it’s so much time.”

And so much stress. Mickey’s first job as chairperson was to
fire a controversial teacher, who was also school director. “I had
a lot of people who wanted her out and a lot of people who
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adored her.” Mickey wanted her out; she thought she was “a
flake” and disagreed strongly with her educational philosophy
and its effect on the children: “She kept saying, ‘The children
are happy.” And I was saying, “The children are not happy.” So
we had to fire her. And here I am the new board chairperson.
I'd never done anything like this in my life. I really didn’t have a
board behind me because I was just beginning . . . I had it all
by myself.

“Well, we have this procedure called teacher review, and
when I took the job I knew I had something to do in this area. I
didn’t know we were going to have to not renew a contract. It
wasn’t a firing; it was a not renewing. So we formed a teacher
review committee and we reviewed [her] . . . and decided
not torenew . . . And, you know, it was awful. I mean, we said
to her, “We really do not want you to come back.” And she really
fought mean . . . AndsoIspent from February to June dealing
with that . . . It was just chaos.

“I didn’t sleep at night. I'd never been so upset about any-
thing in my life . . . Saying, you’re only doing this out of the
goodness of your heart. And this is when I started running. I was
running five miles a day, just because of anxiety. It was so awful.
And I vacillated . . . I would think, Oh my God, how can I do
this. I mean, fire somebody? Couldn’t I have given her one
more year? Couldn’t I have told her what she needed to do and
given her a chance? But I really felt that, you know, by that time
I had gathered up some support and I had people behind me,
and I just stuck with them . . . I was feeling strong and I was
doing the right thing and I needed to learn to do this.”

The firing took up her first six months on the job; the next six
were just as busy. Mickey had to hire two new teachers and do a
“total house cleaning” of the school:

“Hiring a new teacher . . . that took a month of afternoons
and evenings. We interviewed twenty-five people. And, you
know, two-hour interviews. And just an incredible amount of
time. And then in the summer the school was a wreck because
these teachers didn’t care about the beauty of the place. There
were never any bulletin boards or anything. And it was a mess;
So we completely took everything out, cleaned, organized,
threw away, painted that whole school.”
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Mickey’s teaching experience was invaluable that first year; it
gave her confidence and credibility: “I felt my education back-
ground, my expertise, the fact that I was a person of, an expert
in the field, really came to bear. I mean I did represent some-
body who knew what they were doing. And I did, I think,
inspire confidence in people. And even though there were peo-
ple who were very angry with me—you know, they were par-
ents, and they want to think they are sending their child to a
good school. They wouldn’t have chosen that school if they
didn’t think so. And it was an insult to them that I fired that
teacher. And I kind of understood and accepted that. I decided
if I was going to take it, I was going to take it. And I took the bull
by the horns and I did it. And we hired two outstanding teach-
ers . . . I did do that. As professionally as I knew how.”

Sometimes Mickey thought, “You know this should be paid;
this should not be required of somebody. But then, the nursery
school was begun with the idea of being of service to women.
And, at that time, the women didn’t work. And they still don’t.
Most of our parents in our nursery school don’t work. Because
it’s hard to work and do a cooperative. I mean, a cooperative
nursery school requires a lot of your time . . . And so, because
of that commitment to non-working mothers, we feel we need
to keep the tuition low . . . I mean, I’ve sent my child there,
and I would have had to pay more money. And I see all we do
there to keep the budget reasonable . . . And I just couldn’t
bring that up . . . I could not even bring it up; I couldn’t do
that.

“I guess . . . I really feel the board chairmanship and even
the registrar position should be paid. I really do feel that way.
But this school is thirty-five years old. . . . We had a reunion
last year of all the board people and chair people. And I just
would feel so bad if I were to start accepting money, knowing
that they had put in the same blood and guts for all those years
for nothing. It would just really look bad tome . . . Everybody
has been willing to do it for the sake of the school and the sake of
the community, and the tuition being low, and to be able to give
money to the teachers who don’t make much, and to start
taking money for myself, it would just be very hard. I would feel
selfish and I would feel embarrassed.”
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She was, after all, getting something for herself out of the job.
In some ways, “it was giving to me as much as I was giving.
Because I was in there growing. And I saw it as a very real
potential for a job shift. If I wanted to do something administra-
tive in education now, I think it would be an incredible piece of
experience. And that was something I considered.”

She was also becoming a respected, even renowned person in
her community:

“I was a professional person for ten years. I never got my
name in the newspaper for one thing. And since I've been
working as a volunteer my name has been in the newspaper
several times. I've gotten a lot of recognition for it. And I like
that. And people really look to me now as the person who did
pull a very sad, sinking ship together in a very short period of
time. I mean, now we have waiting lists of people dying to get
in. And we had visitors from Japan the other day, and a call from
England. I mean—it’s incredible. And I certainly don’t take all
the credit for it, but I was taking a lot of the [blame] when it was
going so badly. And so, I have to say, I participated in it. The
recognition is nice—and I do see it as short-term.”

Mickey plans on going back into the paid professional job
market within the next few years:

“For me, volunteering isn’t forever . . . I don’t think I'd be
happy with this forever. I think I'd get bored . . . And I'm
very competitive . . . I'm very competitive with my husband
. . . And he has a very lofty career [as a psychologist] and is well
respected, and I feel second-class.” It is also very important “to
be able to support myself.

“I saw my father die at a young age, and my mother’s whole
support system was just wiped. And she had money, she
worked, and she hated it. She was one who wanted to be at
home and she would have been a good person to be at home
because she’s a very organized housekeeper and loves doing
that and thinks that’s very satisfying. She’s a teacher of young
children, so she was great with little kids at home. But she had
to work.”

She had to work not just for the money but “for something to
do . . . Because I got married, my brother went to school, and
she was really alone. And it did get her through . . . But I just
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watched that and I thought, I could never allow myself to put all
my eggs in one basket like this.”

Volunteer work does not, of course, satisfy Mickey’s need to
be self-supporting, but it does give her something to do and
makes her part of a community. She grew up in the South, in
North Carolina, and had no personal connections in the Boston
area when she moved there with her husband. She has made
them since, by volunteering:

“That’s part of the high of finding all this community stuff; it’s
real important for me to have that. Because I'm alone here. I
mean my sense of not having a family, so that’s another big part
of it. And I want to keep that.”

She had it as a child, growing up in a church community,
playing the organ for her local church as a teen-ager: “I was so
proud to be able to do it . . . At church where I grew up,
nothing was paid . . . And my parents, you know, they were
poor and they contributed so much . . . At church, you give
everything you have.”

Mickey’s father was an active volunteer:

“He was very much a community person. Saw the needs of
the community and what needed to be. He was raised on a
farm, a poor kid, and was one of those people who pulled him-
self up by his bootstraps. And he had a very literal idea of what it
took to do that. And so he wanted to provide that opportunity
for other people. And he worked with a lot of farmers. To
provide knowledge for them. He was an agricultural teacher
and ultimately administrator. But he not only taught in the
school, he saw himself as a consultant to the parents who were
the farmers—for teaching them about the latest things in agri-
cultural research, soil testing, how to borrow money, how to get
money for your farm, how to invest, how to run your business
better. Just everything. And in terms of the students, he be-
lieved it was really important to be able to speak before a group
in a way that was acceptable, and project it, and he thought that
was a really important skill to develop. So he did a lot of public
speaking, contests and things with boys . . . from the back
hills. So he really did a lot.

“And he was gone every night. I mean, Jack gets mad at me
now because I'm so involved in things and so much. And I
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remember my mother being furious with my father that he was
gone all the time. I just kept thinking, ‘But Mom, he really
believes in it—stop it—he’s really doing things that are impor-
tant to people.” And I look back and think, ‘Gee, I wish he’d
been at home.” And I really understand my mother’s point of
view now, but, at the time, I understood my father.”

Now, Mickey has “mixed feelings™ about volunteering—*Just
seeing my father die is enough to know that I can’t depend on
Jack for support. It doesn’t feel good to me.” But she knows, too,
that paid work is not always “very satisfying” personally. Her
last job as a teacher left her feeling “angry” and “resentful.”

“A job takes so much of your energy and time . . . I was so
angry that I spent this big chunk of time at school . . . Ireally
felt required to be there, that I owed it to them, [and] after all
that I owed it, there was nothing left for me.” She does not now
resent the time spent volunteering because she was “growing”
as a volunteer; in her teaching job there were no “career mea-
sures of growth.” She worries sometimes about returning to
another paying job like it: “It’s scary to think about trucking
back to work because I remember how stressful and difficult
that was. But I think that was partly because of the demands of
the job and I wasn’t that happy in it. I think if I were, it would be
different. Because I've certainly worked hard with this nursery
school.”

Mickey isn’t sure what her next career move will be. She does
not want to return to teaching; she would like, at least, to “shift
to another area” of education, like administration. In the mean-
time, she is giving herself a little more time to decide; her five
years are not up yet, and she can afford to make use of them:
The family can manage on her husband’s income. Although she
feels it’s “just not right” for him to have to work so hard—"“He
just keeps working harder and harder and harder to make more
and more and more”—she supported them while he was in
graduate school, and now it is her turn:

“I'm committed to work and also committed to finding work
that fits me. And sometimes I feel that’s an impossibility. I'm
really struggling with it right now, but I feel I'm on to some-
thing and I do have time to search for the Holy Grail. And I
keep thinking other people have found it. And I will too.”
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BETH HALLER

More than anything, Beth Haller has always wanted a family.
“I'm cut a little bit from the old mold,” she explains. Since I
called, she has been thinking about why she volunteers and how
to account for her contentment living a very traditional mar-
ried life. She knows it is not typical of her generation. “I gradu-
ated from college in 1970 and that was a period, I think, of
change. All of a sudden, in a matter of two or three years, no
longer did people—girls, women—think of going to college,
walking out, and walking down the aisle and getting married.
All of a sudden they were going to college and gearing toward a

career, toward doing something . . . But I had invested a lot
already in my family . . . I came from an interesting family in
that we were very spread out . . . I have a brother who’s fif-
teen years younger than I am . . . I decided early on that it

was really a wonderful thing, and if I could do that and do it well
. . . that I was not going to pressure myself into thinking that I
had to have a career besides that, and, for me, it’s worked out.
I'm married, I have two children, a really wonderful family
situation, and I'm fulfilled doing that, to an extent. Where I
have needs that aren’t met, I meet those through volunteer-
ing.”

Beth never really “sat down” and decided to volunteer, “but
it happened.” She married—her husband is a lawyer who earns
enough to support the family—they moved into a house, she
started having babies and “looking into” other things to do. She
turned first to the League of Women Voters “because that’s
basically a group of bright women who are interested in what’s
happening today and will . . . get into meaty topics and good
conversations.” For five years now she has been serving on the
board of her local chapter and putting out their monthly news-
letter.

Once she joined the League, her volunteer activities ex-
panded rapidly. Her son, now nine years old, started elemen-
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tary school, and Beth began working for the PTA, helping out in
the classroom, and writing a newsletter for the school principal.
She also volunteers at a community center for teen-agers, as a
board member, staff assistant, and the writer of yet another
newsletter. “You start with one organization and then someone
else picks up on what you'’re doing there . . . It goes on and on
and on, and all of a sudden you find that what was one small job
has now become two or three and your phone is still ringing
. . . I'm getting to the point where I have to say no a little bit.”
Her five-year-old daughter, Janie, is only in school until eleven-
thirty in the morning: “It’s not as if I have time coming out of
my ears.”

Beth doesn’t want a full-time work commitment now. Her
life, even her work, is centered on the children:

“My first priority in volunteering is at the school. There is
nothing more important to me than being visible there and
letting people know there that I'm interested and that I care
and that I’'m around. So this year, I'm co-president of the PTA,
which is going to be very time-consuming . . . Even more
than that, I like to go in the second or third day of school and sit
down with the teacher and say, ‘I'd love to get into the class-
room and work with these kids if there’s anything that I can do.
When Peter was in the second grade, we’d sit in the hall, trying
to encourage the children to read more, asking them to do
independent reading. They’d come out in the hall and report
on whatever books they’d read for the week. It was really very
exciting for them and I enjoyed that. Last year I went in once a
week on Wednesdays. Peter’s teacher had some special project
and she basically needed baby-sitting for an hour on Wednesday
afternoon . . . Janie and I would both go in and do that . . .
The kids have benefited from that immensely. I know every-
body from Peter’s class . . . Janie was like the mascot of his
class . . . last Christmas, for their school play, she was invited
to be in it. That’s very rewarding, that’s rewarding to me to
have that happen. That’s why I don’t need the thank-you,
maybe, or the money . . . I get the benefits from that sort of
thing all the time, more so really from the school commitment
because I can see it through the kids.”

There are other benefits for Beth from volunteering that
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have nothing to do with her children. It has given her profes-
sional skills and confidence that she may someday transfer to a
paying job. She is becoming “more assertive,” beginning to
participate more in board meetings and, for the first time, she is
able to stand up in front of a group of people—and speak.

“The thought of getting up and speaking publicly was some-
thing that I would have run from three years ago . . . I would
have avoided the job like the plague, would have done any-
thing, would have paid anyone to do it for me. Last year I had to
speak in front of the Board of Education . . . and now it’s easy

. it’s very easy for me to get up and do that. And I attribute
that to my volunteering. It’s done a lot for me.”

Perhaps the most important thing it has done for her profes-
sionally is to give her confidence in her ability as a writer; Beth
would never have accepted a paying job writing newsletters
five years ago; she has always been too afraid of deadlines:

“I was an English major; I really enjoyed writing . . . the
one thing that discouraged me about writing when I graduated
from college was a terrible problem with deadlines . . . and I

thought I could never get a job or do something that had to do
with writing. Well, that’s what I'm doing now. I have structured
it now so that I've gotten very good at deadlines, because I had
to. That doesn’t frighten me anymore.” She knows there are
people who are paid to write newsletters; a friend who works in
a large insurance company says Beth can “come over” and
write an in-house newsletter for them, as soon as she is ready for
a job. “I feel now that I could, if I wanted to. Right now I just
don’t want to.”

Perhaps it would be different, she says, if she’d ever had a job
that “excited” her and made her “anxious to get back.” When
Beth graduated from college, she worked as a waitress to earn
enough money to go to Europe for a few months. When she
returned she worked as a docket clerk in a government office
for a year while her husband finished law school. “And I took a
fast typing course, thinking I might need it for a job . . . I
thought I'd better get something under my belt, so I could go
out and find something if I had to . . . I was an English major
and [that] was a ticket to nowhere unless you're going to go on
to graduate school.” Beth never considered graduate school;
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she never considered a professional career. She was “geared”
toward having children. Otherwise, she thinks she would “have
probably gone to law school.” But this is only a suspicion. “Tt
never really crossed my mind and it hasn’t really since.”

She is still not interested in a career, not yet; as long as her
family can survive on one income, she will stay home with the
kids, while they’re young, and volunteer. She and her husband
made a “commitment” to each other, “to try and stay a one-
income crowd, as long as we could afford to.” He even worries
now about the time she spends volunteering:

“My husband and I talk about it once in a while . . . if meet-
ings come . . . this week I'm out Tuesday, Wednesday, Thurs-
day night . . . I hate that. I just hate to do that . . . Greg says,
‘Don’t feel that you have to give, give, give.’” And I always
accept it all; if I say I'm going to do something, it’s my responsi-
bility to do it. He says, ‘But it’s volunteering—you can say no. If
it gets to be too much, you have to back off . . .” And we got
into a discussion about how I do it because I enjoy doing it and I
don’t really want to say no.”

What “frustrates” her husband is that Beth is working so hard
for free. They decided to stay a “one-income crowd” so that
Beth could “be there” for the children,; if she is going to putina
full work week, she might as well be paid for her work: “He
likes to think of the time I spend in terms of dollars and cents
. . . He’sunderstanding about it. He supports all that I do. He’s
cautious about watching it and wanting me to watch it . . .
[My] time commitment now is equal to, if not surpassing, the
time commitment I would have in a nine-to-five job . . . and
that’s the point at which you think, maybe I have something
here . . . I'have alot of friends who sat down and tabulated the
amount of hours per week spent in volunteering and they
march right out the door and get a job.”

Right now, Beth doesn’t even want to think about going to
work. She doesn’t want to be tempted: “In a sense, I feel fortu-
nate that I’ve never had a job I really liked.” If she had, it would
be hard for her to continue volunteering. Her life is simple and
unconflicted now, and she wants it to stay that way:

“I’'m basically at peace with my life right now. I have two
terrific little kids. I thoroughly enjoy them. They fulfill a big
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part of me . . . I'm a little nervous about when both children
start school full-time. I don’t know whether then I'll be sitting
here and saying I'm fulfilled doing what I'm doing. I think I
probably will. There’s a part of me that’s wondering. That’s a
question mark . . . But it’s important for me . . . to be here
at three o’clock in the afternoon . . . I don’t let myself day-
dream too much.”

If she does, if you poke her a little, she thinks about “trying to
do something related to writing or editing . . . Maybe I'd go
off to the library somewhere and write a book.” If she had a
daydream, it would be about writing, “maybe short stories.”
Beth wrote fiction in college and would like now to write a story
about an elderly man she visits once a week with her children:

“When we first moved here, we lived in a two-family home
. . . Beneath us lived an elderly couple . . . The woman died,
and he was left by himself and was very much alone and had
never done anything by himself, so I sent him a note right after

. and told him that we would be over every Monday after-
noon with some macaroni and cheese at three-thirty, and if he
was there, fine, and if he wasn’t there, that was fine too. I just
wanted him to know that we cared about him. Well; it’s been
three and a half years now. Every Monday afternoon we go over
there, and it’s been just wonderful for the kids . . . letting the
kids get that wealth of what an eighty-year-old man has to offer
has been just magnificent . . . To see this nine-year-old child
sitting down for two hours playing games, talking, and bringing
all his football and baseball cards, spreading them out, and Lou
sitting there telling him about guys from thirty or forty years
ago . . . My husband is always saying I should write a short
story or write something about Lou.”

Beth is hesitant about trying to write a story. It is easier for
her to talk about her visits with Lou and her ideas of doing more
volunteer work with the elderly than it is to talk about writing.
Volunteering is safer. The prospect of writing makes her ner-
vous. It isn’t child- or community-centered work. It would be
too much her own; it would somehow disrupt their life as a
family:

“Everything right now . . . everything is fitting together
very nicely and I don’t want to decide that I'm going to start
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writing and decide that I'm going to have [to] sit in a library or
somewhere for four hours a day to do that. I don’t want to do
that now . . .”

She knows she will have to make a change, when the kids
grow up, and just thinking about it now is too unsettling for her:

“I’'m not the sort of person who can sitaround . . . I'mnot a
sitter. So I know there will come a time when I probably want to
do something more than I'm doing right now . . . Half of me is
excited about that and the other half is a little leery, a little
nervous . . . wanting to think about it, but not wanting it to
interfere at this point.”

Beth hopes she will never want to “give up” on volunteering
entirely, “because there’s such an incredible need.” But she is
nervous about maintaining her commitment; she has seen too
many women “burn out,” knows it may happen to her, and
sometimes, even now, resents the fact that “the nitty-gritty
work of volunteer groups is almost always done by women.”

As one of the few “non-working” board members at the com-
munity center, Beth “gets the calls” during the day to stop in
and help out with staff jobs. Sometimes, it seems fair enough: “I
can stop in; I'm there . . . I knew what I was getting into.” But
sometimes she resents it: “I find it very frustrating to sit on a
board . . . carrying the load for everybody else who’s sitting
there once a month and meeting . . . Because maybe there
are times when I'm real busy and I think, gee, I'd like to just go
to a meeting and have somebody report to me what’s going on
for that month.”

It bothers her, too, that the board is run by a man who gets
credit for work that is primarily done by women. There ought
to be “a woman at the top getting credit for it.” Two years ago
there was a woman president of the board, and that was a
“totally different ball game . . . She probably spent three or
four hours a day at the center on a volunteer basis . . . She just
gave . . . She just really committed a year to that. And I guess
what struck me last year was how different it was having a man,
becduse you never see him, you never hear from him, but ev-
erything still goes on, and it’s the women doing it.”

Beth “recognizes” this but doubts that it will ever change,
and it is “not really an issue” for her: “That’s probably a fault of
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mine, to accept that—but I do.” Whether or not people ought to
be paid for social services, whether or not women ought to be
fighting their way into the “corporate structure,” Beth believes
that, for now, her role is to volunteer.

“I can see the sides to it . . . Ijust can’t get beyond the fact
that we need volunteers. If I've got the time, I'm gonna do it. If
somebody else can’t, somebody else can’t.” She is “just as
pleased as the next person” when another woman goes out and
“lands a terrific job and ends up high up in the power structure,
but it’s not for everybody.” Neither, she says, is volunteering:

“I’'m not saying that anybody else could do what I'm doing
and survive and be happy . . . part of that is because I haven’t
done other things . . . I haven’t exposed myself to other envi-
ronments . . . And I'm not saying that’s good; I'm just saying
that’s the facts of the way it is right now.”

THE CASUALTIES:
STAYING THE SAME, INSTEAD OF
CHANGING

The tendency to say, “This is not forever—only the way it is
for now,” the willingness to change and to question traditional
roles prescribed for them as women, distinguish for me all the
volunteers heard from so far. Although they are women who
have not rebelled but, instead, followed traditional paths of
marriage and motherhood, they have not followed them
blindly. Most of them understand as well if not better than I the
drawbacks of volunteering and can discuss, without defensive-
ness, the limitations of their roles. They are not dogmatic about
the virtues of volunteering and so do not see it as the answer or
as a mandate for women. The tradition has worked for them
because they have been capable of entertaining doubts about it.

Their open-mindedness is the difference between women
who have benefited and grown from volunteering and those for
whom it has only been an exercise in femininity. Not every
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woman is capable of entertaining doubts about her proper
place. Some refuse to question the socio-sexual order, and their
stories are the ones that illustrate what’s wrong with volunteer-
ing. They are familiar stories that have shaped our stereotypes
of volunteers, and I do not intend to repeat them all or give
them equal time. But no discussion of the volunteer tradition
would be complete without at least acknowledging them and
what they reveal about the usefulness of volunteering as a way
of staying the same instead of changing.

Because it is so supportive of traditional family life, volunteer-
ing won’t compel a woman to examine her choices or her roles
at home and in the workplace. If she wants to hide out in
femininity, it will let her. For some women, especially twenty or
thirty years ago, volunteering, as an alternative to paid work,
was a way of avoiding troubles with domesticity that had not yet
been legitimized by the women’s movement and given a name.
It was there as a refuge, if one was needed, an excuse for not
“really working,” a defense against their own dissatisfactions, a
quest for social status parading as the fulfillment of a social
responsibility. This, too, is part of the legacy of volunteering:

“I remember my mother going to her meetings, and she
would put on her lovely suit and hat and high heels and trip off
to the luncheons . . . She was involved with the Florence Crit-
tenton Homes . . . She went to teas; she went to luncheons
. . . And I thought it was the most ridiculous thing that I had
ever seen in my life. And then she would come home with these
lurid tales of poor, pregnant girls—not a tinge of sympathy . . .
there was no real concern being generated, certainly not by my
mother.”

This was the tradition inherited by Pamela Carter, and it
“turned her off” to volunteering for many years. Now, at forty-
one, with two small children, she has become a community
volunteer, after several years of working for money before she
started her family. She expects volunteering to help her back
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